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Abstract
Shepherd, Jeffery Lee. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. May 2015.
Experiences of Adult Learners in an Executive MBA Program: A Case Study at a
Research University. Major Professor: Dr. Larry McNeal
The purpose of the qualitative case study was to understand the experiences of
adult learners who have returned to higher education to pursue an Executive MBA
degree. Using narrative inquiry as the methodology, the experiences of the participants
were documented. The narrative of their experiences included the experiences that led
the participants to pursue the Executive MBA, their experiences as adult learners in the
Executive MBA program, and their reflections on how their lives have been or will be
affected by their participation in the Executive MBA program. Data were collected from
10 adult learners using individual interviews, non-participant observations, and document
reviews.
Four themes that emerged from the study were: (1) The undergraduate and
professional experiences that lead adult learners to the Executive MBA program vary
significantly; (2) Adult learners’ experiences in the Executive MBA program are shaped
by their disposition towards learning, the interpersonal dynamics of their cohort, and the
adult learners’ expectations of the program; (3) Adult learners make short-term sacrifices
in almost all areas of their lives in order to successfully persist in the Executive MBA
program; and (4) Adult learners anticipate personal and/or career growth as a result of
their experiences in the Executive MBA program.
Following a discussion of these themes, implications for Executive MBA
programs and for adult learners who may be considering the pursuit of the Executive
MBA degree are shared. Four recommendations for future research were shared. These
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recommendations include: (1) The minority experience in Executive MBA programs; (2)
the role of entrance exams from the perspective of the adult learner; (3) the role of online
learning in Executive MBA programs; and (4) why do adult learners choose the
Executive MBA?
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“Truly, the most distinctive feature of our economic system is the growth in human
capital. Without it there would be only hard, manual work and poverty except for those
who have income from property.”
-Theodore W. Schultz in Investment in Human Capital, 1961

“The days when you could graduate from college and do the same job, with the same
skills, for four decades before sliding into a comfortable retirement are disappearing.”
-Thomas L. Friedman and Michael Mandelbaum in That Used to Be Us: How America
Fell Behind in the World It Invented and How We Can Come Back, 2011
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Referring to the work of Abraham Maslow, Elias and Merriam (2005) said, “Selfactualization manifests itself in a desire for self-fulfillment, or becoming what one has the
potentiality to become” (p. 121). Lindeman (1926/1989) said, “Every adult person finds
himself in specific situations with respect to his work, his recreation, his family, his
community-life, et cetera – situations which call for adjustments” (p. 6). In the case of
the adult learner, this adjustment is the pursuit of higher education.
This adjustment is evident in the large number of adult learners pursuing higher
education in the United States as they account for almost 50% of the student population
(Kasworm, 2003a, 2003b; Lundberg, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Thomas,
2005). This participation occurs at many levels in higher education including certificate,
associate, bachelor, masters, and doctoral programs. In the 2009 – 2010 academic year
693,025 Master degrees were awarded in the United States reflecting a growth of almost
50% from the 1999 – 2000 academic year (Aud et al., 2012). This growth may explain
why the literature on adult learners’ experiences at the Master level appears to be
increasing recently (e.g., Ellrich, 2010; English, 2012; Hill, 2008; van Frank, 2011). Yet,
when the literature on adult learners’ experiences in higher education was reviewed, a
gap in the literature was evident at the Master level. Specifically, the perspective of adult
learners who participate in Master programs was lacking. To better understand the
experiences of this group of adult learners, this study focused on their experiences in an
Executive Master of Business Administration program and how they thought the program
affected them personally or professionally.
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Background
Elias and Merriam (2005) said “adulthood is another term that further confounds
the defining of adult education” (p. 9). In terms of age, adult learners are defined in the
literature as between the age of 22 and 25+ years old (Cross, 1981; Horn, Cataldi, &
Sikora, 2005; Kasworm 2003a, 2003b; Quinnan, 1997). In addition to age, Lamdin
(1992) said an adult learner is one who is self-supporting or whose primary role is that of
a worker, parent or spouse. For the purposes of this discussion, I deferred to Lamdin’s
definition of an adult learner as “one who is older than the traditional college student
(25+); one who is living away from parents and/or is self-supporting; one whose primary
role is other than learner such as worker, parent, spouse, or retiree” (p. 243).
Adult learners make up a significant portion of students on today’s college
campuses and the percentage of the total student population represented is well
documented in the literature (Kasworm, 2003a, 2003b; Lamdin, 1992; Lundberg, 2003;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Quinnan, 1997; Thomas, 2005). Over the 20-year period
from 1971 to 1991, the percentage of higher education students 25 years old or older
increased by 20 percentage points and reached 48% of the student population (Kasworm,
2003b; Quinnan, 1997). Just over a decade later, a 2002 NCES report stated that 47% of
students pursuing higher education are classified as adult learners (Thomas, 2005).
Lundberg (2003) acknowledged the rapid growth of adult students in the college student
population and estimated they comprised about 40% of all college students in the United
States. Kasworm (2003a) thought the percentage of adult learners was closer to half of
the student population. The disparities between these authors were likely driven by the
point in time the data were taken or by the authors’ definition of adult learners.
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Growth in the percentage of learners age 25 or older was evident in the data
disclosed in the Digest of Educational Statistics 2011 (Snyder & Dillow, 2012). During
the period between 2000 and 2010, enrollment of learners age 25 and older increased by
42%. In comparison, learners under the age of 25 increased by only 34%. In addition,
the data indicated that 42.6% of students enrolled in degree-granting institutions were age
25 or greater. This number grew from 27.8% in 1970 and 38.4% in 1980 before
stabilizing in the lower 40% range from 1990 and onward.
Even more interesting is the increasing percentage of adult learners age 35 and
older. In 1970, this age group of learners represented only 8.9% of fall enrollments in
degree-granting institutions. By 2010 this group doubled and reached 18.8% of fall
enrollments. This increase in adult learners over the age of 25 and over the age of 35 is
not surprising given that enrollment in higher education tends to increase during
recessionary periods of our economy (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Cheah, 2012; Go,
2008). The demographics of the baby boomer generation indicates that the pursuit of
higher education by adult learners will not slow in the near term (Wofford, 2008).
Motivations. The motivations of adult learners have been widely discussed in the
literature. For example, Kasworm (2003b) claimed adults participate in higher education
because of the potential effects of an education on job stability or employment
opportunities. A desire to change career paths in the later years of adults’ lives can
motivate them to return to higher education (Freedman, 2007). Fear and anxiety related
to the effect of global competition on employment security motivate adults to return to
higher education (Lange, 2004). Other reasons include the effect of life transitions such
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as a divorce, loss of a spouse, or an “empty nest” (Cross, 1981; Palmer, 1998; Quinnan,
1997).
Utilizing in-depth interviews of 22 adult learners to better understand what factors
motivate adults to continue learning activities, Houle (1961) identified three types of
adult learners: Goal-oriented learners, activity-oriented learners, and learning-oriented
learners. Goal-oriented learners pursue learning or education to help them achieve a goal
beyond completion of the learning activity or a formal education. Activity-oriented
learners often pursue learning and education for the activity itself or for social
engagement with other adult learners. Learning-oriented learners are those who seek
knowledge for knowledge’s sake.
Adult learners are motivated to pursue higher education for various reasons. The
first may include a desire for a career change or an “encore career” (Bank, 2007;
Freedman, 2007; Wofford, 2008). Secondly, fears related to job security due to global
competition may lead many adult learners to seek education in an effort to retool or to
gain new skills (Lange, 2004; Rhoads & Liu, 2009; Zakaria, 2009). Lastly, adult learners
also pursue higher education to navigate life changes and transitions (Cross, 1981;
Hensley & Kinser, 2001; Kasworm, 2003b; Quinnan, 1997). Each of these areas
deserves further exploration and are discussed in greater detail later.
Barriers. Despite adult learners increasing levels of participation in higher
education and their motivations to pursue their studies, barriers and obstacles exist.
Adult learners often struggle to balance their academic pursuits with family
responsibilities, financial constraints or commitments, and/or work responsibilities. Tinto
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(1987) discussed these challenges for adult learners while simultaneously addressing the
challenges for higher education when he said:
We should not overlook the fact that many adult students are asked to juggle
many roles (e.g., family member, parent, wife or husband, and worker) which
may be in conflict not only with one another but also with the goal of college
completion. Effective programs are generally very aware of those conflicts and
are able to assist adults in managing the problems they produce. It is noteworthy
in this regard, that such programs view their task not as preventing withdrawal but
as reducing the barriers in the way of persistence. (pp. 162-163)
However, in contrast to Tinto’s (1987) views, Lundberg (2003) refuted the notion
that the adult students are at a disadvantage due to their non-academic obligations and
responsibilities. Lundberg claimed that adult learners over the age of 30 are able to better
manage these obligations and the time limitations in contrast to their younger
counterparts. However, others share Tinto’s (1987) perspective regarding challenges
faced by adult learners. For example, using survey data collected from adult learners
participating in an orientation class at a small, private, religiously-affiliated institution,
Hensley and Kinser (2001) identified negative academic experiences and family factors
as examples of barriers to these learners. More than 30 years ago, Cross (1981)
suggested three types of barriers faced by adult learners: situational, institutional, and
dispositional. Situational barriers included time constraints, family responsibilities, or
financial limitations. Lack of interaction with or apathetic behavior from faculty and
administrators were examples of institutional barriers. Lastly, dispositional barriers
included prior academic experiences, attitudes towards learning, or self-image.
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A gap in the literature. The literature regarding adult learners in higher
education is predominantly focused on their experiences in certificate programs, associate
or bachelor degrees. For example, research regarding adult learner persistence in
undergraduate studies is quite abundant. However, research regarding graduate school
experiences, especially at the Master level, is not as abundant. Conrad, Duren, and
Haworth (1998) also found a lack of literature on the experiences and perspective of
students in Master programs. They complained that the perspectives regarding Master
programs found in the literature are “mostly in the voices of faculty and administrators –
nearly all of whom have been associated with graduate programs in the liberal arts and
sciences at research universities” (p. 65).
The literature regarding adult learners’ experiences in graduate studies tends to
have an emphasis on doctoral studies and lacks attention at the Master level. In fact,
some have gone as far as to suggest that the emphasis on doctoral studies in graduate
education literature indicates that Master degrees are considered “second class, a
credential, a steppingstone to the Ph.D. and, perhaps worst of all, a consolation prize for
those not allowed to pursue the doctorate” (Conrad et al., 1998, p. 65). Conrad et al.
(1998) elaborated:
At the turn of the century, William James opined that the “Ph.D. Octopus” – the
reification of the Ph.D. as the only bona fide degree – was already beginning to
dominate higher education in this country. From the standpoint of the
millennium, James’s prescience runs like a purple thread throughout the
conventional academic wisdom and the literature on graduate education. More
often than not, the Master degree continues to be characterized as an
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impoverished relative of the doctorate and unmistakably “second class.” [italics
added] (p. 75)
This was quite an indictment of the perceived views of the Master degree by higher
education. Yet, in spite of this perceived “second class” status, participation in Master
programs dominates graduate studies in the United States.
Number of Master degrees awarded. In a 10-year longitudinal study of learners
in the United States who completed their bachelor’s degree in the 1992–1993 academic
year, Master studies represented 75% of graduate-degree seeking students (Nevill &
Chen, 2007). Data from The Condition of Education 2012 reflected a similar story.
During the 1999–2000 academic year, 463,185 Master degrees were awarded. Ten years
later during the 2009–2010 academic year, 693,025 Master degrees were awarded by
degree-granting institutions. Hence, in the 10 years between 2000 and 2010, the number
of Master degrees awarded increased by 49.6% (Aud et al., 2012).
By comparison, during the 1999–2000 academic year 118,736 doctoral degrees
were awarded. Ten years later, 158,558 doctorate degrees were awarded during the
2009–2010 academic year. This represented a growth of 33.5% over that decade.
Therefore, while growth in the number of doctorate degrees was also significant, it paled
in comparison to the number of masters degrees awarded during the same period. During
the academic years of 1999–2000 and 2009–2010, Master degrees represented 79.6% and
81.4% of graduate degrees awarded (Aud et al., 2012).
In spite of this growth in the number of Master degrees awarded, research
regarding the experiences of graduate students who pursue a Master degree have been
lacking (Conrad et al., 1998; Isaac, 1993). Yet, the contributions to society in

7

professional roles such as teachers, researchers, managers and technicians by holders of
Master degrees are widely recognized (Baird, 1993). However, regardless of their
numbers or their contributions, Conrad et al. (1998) complained that little attention is
given to how these learners experience their respective Master programs. More recently,
Wendler et al. (2010) said, “Completion and attrition should also be studied at the Master
level, given the growth in the number of students pursuing Master degrees and the
student investment that growth represents” (p. 42).
Economic perspectives. While substantial growth in graduate education at the
Master level is evident, recent graduates have struggled to find jobs during the economic
crisis that began in 2007 (Ludden, 2012). In addition, these students are often saddled
with significant student load debt as a result of their academic pursuits and question if
their investment in education will ever pay off. In a recent interview on National Public
Radio (NPR), a financial advisor said that the cost of education “is in many ways
priceless, but it is not without a price tag” (Greene, 2012). Hill (2008) studied the
accumulation of undergraduate debt and its effect on the enrollment decision process for
graduate students. Hill found that while undergraduate debt was moderately significant
in the decision to enroll in graduate school, choice of major and undergraduate grade
point average (UGPA) had a more significant effect.
In a study framed in human capital theory, English (2012) sought to understand
the subject of graduate school choice which he said is “the process by which an
individual makes the determination to pursue a post-baccalaureate degree, at either the
masters or doctoral (research or professional practice) level” (p. 6). As another example
of the abundance of research at the undergraduate level, English noted, “While
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considerable research has been devoted to the development and testing of college choice
models at the undergraduate level, the concept of college choice for graduate school is
less prevalent and somewhat less refined” (p. 3). Because of this, English’s study
focused on the decision making process in deciding to pursue graduate studies and the
choice of institution. In contrast to Hill (2008), English found that when other variables
affecting school choice were considered, the debt accumulated in the completion of an
undergraduate degree did not have an effect on graduate school choice. This could have
been because at the point of choosing which graduate program to attend, the learner had
already decided to pursue graduate studies regardless of prior higher education debt.
Mainstream media have recently challenged the value of a college education. As
an example, in the cover story of Newsweek: Is College a Lousy Investment? McArdle
(2012) compared the cost of a college education to the home mortgage crisis:
An education can’t be repossessed, of course, but neither can the debt that
financed it be shed, not even, in most cases, in bankruptcy. And it’s hard to ignore
the similarities: the rapid run-up in prices, at rates much higher than inflation; the
increasingly frenetic recruitment of new buyers, borrowing increasingly hefty
sums; the sense that you are somehow saving for the future while enjoying an
enhanced lifestyle right now, and of course, the mountain of debt. (para. 7)
However, in spite of the questions regarding the job market for recent higher
education graduates, the accumulation of student loan debt associated with the pursuit of
higher education, and concerns regarding value of a college degree by the public as
evidenced by mainstream media coverage, the number of Master degrees awarded has
seen a significant increase. Therefore, adult learners who pursue the Master in spite of
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those questions must see value in the pursuit and attainment of the Master degree. Yet,
there is little research that seeks the experiences or perspectives of adult learners in their
graduate school pursuits.
The Executive MBA. The growth in the number of Master degrees awarded
recently were largely fueled by the growth in Master degrees in education, nursing and
business. Education has been fueled by states’ changes in salary schedules for teachers
and certification requirements for teachers and principals. Nursing has been fueled by a
higher demand for skills due to the aging baby boomer generation. And, in spite of the
economic concerns discussed previously, Master programs in business accounted for
25.6% of Master degrees awarded during the 2009–2010 academic year (Aud et al.,
2012). Included in this percentage were Executive Master of Business Administration
programs.
First offered in 1943 by the University of Chicago Booth School of Business (The
University of Chicago, 2014), Executive MBA programs were developed for older adult
learners who bring several years of managerial or professional experience to their
academic pursuits (The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2014). These
programs are often condensed in nature and require a significant commitment of prime
time (e.g., weekends) in order for these learners to successfully persist and attain their
degree. Moreover, these programs require a significant financial investment as well.
For example, the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business offers
an Executive MBA program for adult learners in Philadelphia, PA and in San Francisco,
CA. The two-year program at Wharton costs $181,500 and has 226 adult learners in
Wharton’s class of 2016. The Philadelphia cohort had an average age of 34 with 10 years
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of work experience. The San Francisco cohort was similar with an average age of 36
with 12 years of work experience. As Wharton’s program demonstrates, Executive MBA
cohorts are comprised of adult learners who bring significant life and work experience
with them in comparison to traditional aged learners who participate in traditional MBA
programs (The University of Pennsylvania, 2015).
The admissions process for Executive MBA programs has stimulated some
discussion in the literature. Owens (2007) found that “published research on the
admission process and prediction of success in EMBA programs has been limited” (p. 2).
Admission criteria for Executive MBA programs usually include factors such as number
of years of professional or managerial experience, satisfactory undergraduate
performance as determined by UGPA, performance on entrance exams such as the
Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT), and/or interviews with program
management. Gropper (2007), Kuncel, Credé, and Thomas (2007), and Owens (2007)
opined that the brand of the Executive MBA program and the quality of the students are
at risk with poor admissions criteria.
Poor admissions criteria include not requiring an entrance exam such as the
GMAT (Owens, 2007), an over reliance on the number of years of work experience
(Gropper, 2007; Kuncel, Credé, & Thomas, 2007), or the absence of an effective
measurement of an applicant’s knowledge, skills, and abilities during the admissions
process (Kuncel et al., 2007). In their quantitative study, Kuncel et al. (2007) found
significant positive relationships between GMAT and UGPA on graduate school
performance. Looking specifically at Executive MBA programs, Owens (2007) also
claimed there were statistically significant positive relationships for GMAT scores and
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UGPA for Executive MBA performance. In contrast, Gropper claimed that GMAT
scores were not statistically significant in overall academic performance in Executive
MBA programs. Instead, Gropper (2007) believed that professional experience and
career success had a more significant impact on overall academic success in Executive
MBA programs. It is noteworthy that the perspective of the adult learner in the Executive
MBA regarding the use and value of entrance exams in the admissions process is missing
in the debate between Gropper (2007), Kuncel et al. (2007), and Owens (2007).
Problem Statement
Master degrees comprise approximately 80% of graduate degrees awarded in the
United States (Aud et al., 2012). Yet, literature on the experiences of learners who
pursue and complete Master degrees is sparse. When literature regarding the experiences
of graduate students is found, it predominately focuses on the experiences of learners
who pursue the doctoral degree (Conrad et al., 1998).
Adult learners in an Executive MBA program provided an excellent opportunity
to contribute to the literature from the perspective of the learner regarding the benefits of
attaining a Master degree. Considering the expense of these programs, the condensed
approach and resulting commitment required by adult learners to attain the degree,
significant benefits or returns on investment are expected by adult learners, their
employers, and families (Cornachione, 2010). In order for institutions of higher
education to better serve these learners, an understanding of the experiences of this group
of adult learners is necessary. The lack of research and published literature regarding the
experiences of adult learners in Master degree programs, such as the Executive MBA,
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does not give this group of learners a voice in the literature that could provide valuable
insight for the ongoing improvement of Master degree programs for adult learners.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of adult learners who
have returned to higher education to pursue an Executive Master of Business
Administration degree. This study explored their experiences and how they believe
attainment of this degree affected them personally or professionally.
Research Questions
This research seeks answers to the following questions:
1. What experiences lead adult learners to participation in an Executive
Master of Business Administration program?
2. How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program?
3. In what ways do adult learners experiences in an Executive Master of
Business Administration program influence their lives?
Significance of the Study
Due to the large percentage of Master degrees awarded in the area of business
(Aud et al., 2012), this study focused on participants pursuing the Master of Business
Administration (MBA) degree. More specifically, the study focused adult learners from
the 2013 and 2014 cohorts from an Executive Master of Business Administration
utilizing a case-study approach. Adult learners from the 2013 cohort graduated the
semester prior to the study. Adult learners from the 2014 cohort graduated during the
study.
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The reason for selecting an Executive MBA program for this study was twofold.
First, participants in Executive MBA programs bring several years of life and work
experience to their academic journey. Therefore, they were “employees who study” and
not “students who work” (Kazis et al., 2007, p. 9). Secondly, choosing one specific
MBA program bounded the study which is a requirement of case study research
(Creswell, 2007; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003).
This study intended to contribute to the body of literature related to the adult
learner’s experience in an Executive MBA degree program. This study contributed in
two ways. First, while the growth in the number of adult learners who invest in and
pursue Master studies was evident (Aud et al., 2012; Wendler et al., 2010), the literature
lacked the adult learner’s experience in their respective Master programs (Conrad et al.,
1998). This study shared the experiences of a small sample of these learners and
provided a place in the literature for their voices.
Merriam, Caffarella, and Baumgartner (2007) said, “Since participation in adult
education is largely a voluntary activity, knowing who is participating, reasons for
participating, and what conditions are likely to promote greater participation can help
providers better serve adult learners” (p. 53). Sharing the experiences of adult learners
who pursue the Master degree can help institutions of higher education understand why
these learners participate in Master programs. Additionally, the experiences of these
learners provides insight to the conditions that may encourage or discourage adult
learners in their Master degree pursuits. This knowledge can help higher education to
better serve adult learners in Master degree programs as suggested by Merriam, et al.
(2007). This is the second way this study contributes to the literature.
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Definitions
The following terms were relevant to this study.
•

An adult learner is “one who is older than the traditional college student
(25+); one who is living away from parents and/or is self-supporting; one
whose primary role is other than learner such as worker, parent, spouse, or
retiree” (Lamdin, 1992, p. 243).

•

Attainment in higher education refers to “the number of years of schooling
completed or degrees earned” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 373).

•

The Executive Master of Business Administration or Executive MBA
describes an intensive, compressed academic program that typically
requires a specified number of years of experience in a managerial or
professional role in addition to demonstrated success in the participants’
field of work prior to admission into the program (The University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2014).

•

Human Capital is defined as the combination of knowledge, talent, skills,
abilities and experience of individuals which can improve the productivity
and profitability an individual, organization, or society (Becker, 1992;
Perelman, 1984; Phillips, 2005; Tracey, 1991) and is “created by changes
in persons that bring about skills and capabilities that make them able to
act in new ways” (Coleman, 1988, p. 100).

•

Intellectual Capital includes the combination of human capital, social
capital, and organizational capital that “involves the idea of [an]
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organization’s potentially useful set of knowledge, skills and information”
(Cornachione, 2010, p. 32).
•

Organizational Capital describes “what is left when people leave” in the
form of “institutionalized and codified knowledge” (Cornachione, 2010, p.
33). Examples of this knowledge could include procedures, business
practices, or patents that are maintained by the organization after an
individual leaves the organization.

•

Persistence in higher education refers to “the progressive reenrollment in
college, whether continuous from one term to the next or temporarily
interrupted and then resumed” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 374).

•

Social capital “comes about through changes in the relations among
persons that facilitate action [and] it exists in the relations among persons”
(Coleman, 1998, pp. 100-101).

Summary
This chapter introduced the research. Various definitions of an adult learner were
provided and a discussion of the increasing presence of the adult learner in higher
education followed. Potential barriers to persistence and attainment the adult learner may
face during their academic journey was provided. Growth in the number of Master
degrees awarded in the United States was thoroughly discussed. A description of
Executive MBA programs was shared. The purpose of the study and the research
questions that guided the study were disclosed. The significance of the study was
discussed. Finally, definition for terms that were used in the study was presented. A
review of the literature is provided in the next chapter.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
The literature review for this study focuses on the adult learner in higher
education. Adult learners engage in higher education for many reasons. For example,
some adults desire to change their career paths in the second half of their careers. This is
often described as the “encore career” (Freedman, 2007). Others pursue higher education
to improve their marketability or competitiveness within the workforce as a response to
life changes such as the loss of a spouse via death or divorce (Cross, 1981; Hensley &
Kinser, 2001; Kasworm, 2003b). Yet, these drivers or motivations often compete with
other commitments in an adult learner’s life.
Many adult learners struggle to balance their academic pursuits with the
challenges of family, financial, and/or work responsibilities. These challenges often
become barriers to their academic pursuits. The adult learner’s ability to overcome these
barriers are critical to academic persistence. As such, these learners must often make
choices and sacrifices in their lives in order to persist to degree completion.
When choosing to use scarce resources (e.g., time) in their pursuit of higher
education, adult learners are – consciously or unconsciously – making a cost-benefit
decision (Perna, 2005). Costs are not just financial in nature. Costs to the adult learner
include sacrificing time spent with family members or friends. Projects at work may
have to put on hold or slowed down as the adult’s time is directed towards the pursuit of
higher education. Benefits of degree attainment may be extrinsic in nature such as a pay
increase, career advancement, or more career options. Or they could be intrinsic to the
adult learner and evidenced in feelings of achievement or completion of their degree.
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Cornachione (2010) referred to this cost-benefit perspective as an economic
rationality paradigm. This paradigm applies to most socioeconomic situations where
scarce resources are consumed in exchange for an expected benefit. Utilizing this
mindset, the decision maker is responsible and accountable for fiscal, emotional, ethical
or moral consequences related to the decision. In the case of adults who have multiple
responsibilities and commitments beyond that of being an adult learner, this
accountability is related to their decision to pursue their studies and ultimately their
ability to persist and attain their respective degrees in an effort to further develop and
enhance their human capital (Cornachione, 2010). Human capital is the combination of
knowledge, talent, skills, abilities and experience of individuals which can improve the
productivity and profitability an individual, organization, or society (Becker, 1992;
Perelman, 1984; Phillips, 2005; Tracey, 1991).
Schuller and Field (1998) were critical of the perspective that human capital can
be measured as a function of educational attainment. Yet Becker (1962, 1992) argued
that education and training are the primary components of human capital. Becker (1992)
recognized that the phrase “human capital” was once considered narrow and demeaning
due to its interpretation that humans were viewed as equipment. Due to this, he discussed
the changes in perception of education as a cultural experience to the perception of an
investment. With an individualistic view, Becker (1992) said, “Human capital analysis
starts with the assumption that individuals decide on their education, training, medical
care, and other additions to knowledge and health by weighing the benefits and the costs”

18

(p. 43). Education and human capital are directly related and drive returns at many
levels: individually, organizationally, and nationally (Cornachione, 2010).
The review of the literature that follows elaborates on this discussion. Beginning
with a presentation of andragogy, various definitions of an adult learner are shared. The
reasons adults pursue higher education are then disclosed. Barriers that adult learners
face in their academic pursuits are also noted. Adult learners’ expectations of higher
education are presented. The effect of Master studies on the development of human
capital is discussed followed by a review of different types of MBA programs available
to adult learners. This case study focuses on the experiences of adult learners in an
Executive MBA program; therefore, a discussion of the Executive MBA is warranted and
included at the end of the chapter.
Andragogy
This was a study in the field of adult education; therefore, a discussion of
andragogy is appropriate. Andragogy, according to Elias and Merriam (2005), is based in
the humanistic philosophy of adult education in which the purpose of adult education is
“the development of the whole person with a special emphasis upon the affective
dimensions of the personality” (p. 111). They explained that the basic assumptions of
this philosophy are that humans are good, truly free and possessing individuality and
uniqueness with high potential that results in the ability to self-actualize through personal
growth. In addition, they claimed that this philosophy focuses on perspective or
perception of the individual because the “same seemingly objective stimuli can be
perceived differently by different persons” (p. 121). The humanist philosophy of adult
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education is closely associated with Knowles concept of andragogy which is defined as
the “art and science of helping adults learn” (Elias & Merriam, 2005, p. 132).
Andragogy is believed to have originated in Germany as an alternative
educational theory for adult workers in contrast to the educational theory of children
(Merriam, 2001). Malcolm Knowles is widely credited with the development and
advancement of andragogical theory in the United States (Elias & Merriam, 2005;
Merriam, 2001; Rachal, 2002). The initial andragogical assumptions Knowles (1970)
proposed were: Adults are self-directed learners, life experiences are a source of learning,
learning needs to be relevant, and the application of learning should be immediate or
problem centered.
Knowles and Associates (1984) added the fifth assumption that adults are
internally versus externally motivated to learn. Yet, when Hegarty (2010) used the
Academic Motivation Scale in a survey of 240 Master level graduate students in business
and education, his quantitative data revealed that the sample was more extrinsically or
externally motivated. Although Hegarty’s findings may appear to challenge the fifth
assumption, they were closely aligned to the sixth assumption. The sixth assumption
stated that an adult’s internal or intrinsic motivations are driven by either the perceived
benefits of learning or the avoidance of consequences that would occur if the learning
activity were avoided (Knowles, Holton III, & Swanson, 2005). These benefits or
avoidance of consequences are often external in nature. Examples include attainment of
a college degree or learning a new skill that prevents the loss of a job. Therefore, this
sixth assumption strongly aligned with the cost-benefit perspectives of Cornachione
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(2010) discussed earlier and with human capital theory (Becker, 1992; Schultz, 1961) that
will be discussed later in this chapter.
The “Adult Learner”
In the United States, 18 is the age of becoming a “legal” adult. Other rights
and/or privileges afforded to adults differ by region and associated activity. For example,
the typical legal drinking age in the United States is 21; however, a young man or woman
can join the military at the age of 18. In addition, most states allow 16-year-olds to
obtain their driver’s learning permits or licenses. So what constitutes being an “adult”
considering these different age requirements for different, yet “adult” activities? It is
apparent that the definition of adult is situation dependent based on the respective
activity.
The term “adult learner” is similar in nature. For example, Horn et al. (2005)
claimed 24-year-old students are treated as “financially independent”, and thus as adults,
for purposes of financial aid. However, they also pointed out that circumstances, such as
being married, may also classify them as independent or of adult status. Quinnan (1997)
identified adult learners as students, part- and full-time, as 22 years old or older. When
discussing the potential impact of adult learners on higher education as adult baby
boomers pursue education in their later years, Cross (1981) referred to adult learners as
22 years old or older. Deviating slightly from Quinnan’s and Cross’ definition of adult
learners, Kasworm (2003a, 2003b) considered adult learners to be age 25 years old or
older. As described earlier, Lamdin (1992) agreed with Kasworm’s age threshold but
said an adult learner does not live with parents, is self-supporting, and often fulfills other
roles such as an employee, parent, or spouse.
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It appears the definition of adult learner by age for the purposes of higher
education is almost as inconsistent as the definition of adult learner by age for social
requirements such as drinking, military service, or driving. However, regardless of the
definition of adult learner, the phenomenon is clear. Adults comprise a significant
portion of the student population in American colleges and universities. This study
aligned closely with Lamdin’s (1992) definition of an adult learner.
Adult Learners Pursuing Higher Education
Kasworm (2003b) said “increased adult participation in college represents
changing beliefs by adults and our society about the importance of a college credential
linked to work stability, financial support, and life related opportunities” (p. 4). Hensley
and Kinser (2001) said adults are turning to higher education as a result of a new sense of
self-awareness, career and financial issues, and family issues. Cross (1981) proposed that
adults pursue learning as a response to life transitions that occur during life such as their
“first job, marriage, children, increasing responsibility on the job and in the community,
retirement, and so forth. Other changes may be sudden and traumatic: loss of a job,
divorce, illness, death of a spouse” (p. 144). As noted earlier, Quinnan (1997) claimed
that adults may be pursuing higher education due to life-changing events and/or
economic security. Palmer (1998) agreed saying, “Nontraditional students often return to
school because of an experience that puts them, too, on the margins – a divorce, the
failure of a career, the death of a spouse” (p. 45).
Adults pursue and attend colleges and universities for many reasons. One such
reason is for a change of career. For example, many adult learners from the aging baby
boomer generation are pursuing career changes as they approach their retirement years.
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These adult learners often seek education to support their respective transition to the
second half of their careers (Bank, 2007; Freedman, 2007).
Global competition has forced adults to compete for jobs on a global basis. This
is evidenced in the loss of manufacturing jobs to countries such as China and call center
jobs to countries such as India. This competition for jobs drives adult learner
participation in education in an effort to improve their income levels, marketability, or
career potential (Carnevale et al., 2012; Go, 2008; Kasworm, 2003b; Tikkanen, 1998).
Personal life changes or transitions, such as divorce or an empty nest, also motivate
adults to return to education (Cross, 1981; Kasworm, 2003b; Palmer, 1998; Quinnan,
1997). A brief discussion of each of these particular themes follows.
Reason 1: Career Change. Tikkanen (1998) studied the effect of age on
participation of adult learners and he challenged the notion that adult learners’ pursuit of
higher education tends to be “concentrated in the first half of the working-life span” (p.
15). Adults often pursue a graduate degree many years after completing undergraduate
studies and after they have entered the workforce (Nevill & Chen, 2007). In addition,
these adults tend to change institutions as well as field of study when they attend graduate
school (Di Meglio, 2013; Polson, 2003).
Bank (2007) and Freedman (2007) claimed that in recent years, many retirementaged adults are returning to campus to pursue education to launch their “encore careers.”
An encore career is a second career, usually pursued in the second half of a person’s
career or working-life span, which is aimed at work that is considered to be more
fulfilling to the individual. This endeavor is being pursued primarily by a group or
culture that Freedman calls the “gray wave” which represents the baby boom generation
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that has reached or is approaching retirement age. This is the same demographic group
that Cross (1981) referred to when she said in 1981, “There is no reason to believe that
the influence of America’s largest generation will subside in the future. Should we
expect an ‘adult revolution’ within the next two decades comparable to the youth
revolution in the 1960’s? If so, how will it affect education?” (p. 7). Her words now
appear to be prophetic as the gray wave embarks on higher education to pursue their
encore careers as described by Bank and by Freedman.
Reason 2: Global Competition. In addition to the phenomenon of the gray
wave and the encore career discussed above, adults are also choosing higher education as
a result of the current economic recession and global competition. Lange (2004) said, “In
the mid-1990’s, preliminary investigation revealed that many adults were experiencing
high levels of fear and anxiety regarding the changing structure of work, including
intensified work or job loss” (p. 121). Increased workloads, rapid changes in technology,
and corporate downsizing or rightsizing have certainly fueled these levels of fear and
anxiety. Technology and globalization have created opportunities while also creating
competition as capital and labor have become more fluid and mobile which has resulted
in the outsourcing of many jobs abroad (Zakaria, 2009). Rhoads and Liu (2009)
acknowledged the role of higher education in helping individuals to remain competitive
saying, “The growing influence of a knowledge-oriented global economy raises the
stakes for universities, given their role in the production and commodification of
knowledge” (p. 305).
In response to globalization and the potential positive or negative economic
impact or opportunity, adults are pursing higher education at community colleges, four-
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year colleges and universities and graduate school as a means to address opportunities or
mitigate their fears and anxieties associated with global competition (Lange, 2004). Go
(2008) acknowledged these fears as she discussed an increase in inquiries at testing
preparation companies and the surge of college entrance applications to graduate school
from scared or laid-off professionals. She pointed out that test prep companies “are often
witness to the first wave of interest [in academic pursuits]” and test prep companies
“have been fielding more phone calls from people who have lost jobs or are worried
about their industries” (p. 78). It is reasonable to believe that adults are returning to
graduate school to retool themselves for a new career entirely, such as an encore career,
or to make themselves more attractive to their current or potential employer via
attainment of an advanced degree. For example, Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011) said,
“The days when you could graduate from college and do the same job, with the same
skills, for four decades before sliding into a comfortable retirement are disappearing” (p.
19). Pointing out the increasing age of applicants for MBA programs, Di Meglio (2013)
said applicants are looking for ways to enhance their career and many are pursuing a
Master degree more than 10 years after completing their undergraduate degree.
Reason 3: Life Changes and Transitions. Changes in an adult’s personal life
may also serve as motivation to pursue graduate studies. Events such as the death of a
spouse, divorce, or newly realized “empty nester” status could provide motivation for an
adult to embark on their graduate school journey (Cross, 1981; Hensley & Kinser, 2001;
Kasworm, 2003b; Quinnan, 1997). Hensley and Kinser (2001) reported that children
may also motivate adults to pursue higher education as children often serve as a reminder
for the need to develop their skills in order to provide financial security for the family.
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Life changes may also include a realization by the adult that “there is more to life
than a job, beer and television” (Lamdin, 1992, p. 3). Cross (1981) said adults often
return to higher education as an escape and use institutions of higher education as a social
outlet. Quinnan (1997) said adults are often motivated to pursue or return to higher
education because they have realized they missed out on opportunities in their younger
days. Life changes that drive adult learners to graduate school are numerous and were
evident in this study.
Barriers for Adult Learners
The previous section discussed the reasons adult learners pursue higher education.
However, many adults do not choose to pursue higher education. Merriam et al. (2007)
argued that understanding why adults do participate in higher education does not
necessarily help us to understand why others do not. Claiming financial and time
constraints are the primary reasons for nonparticipation, Merriam et al. (2007) said, “We
cannot assume that those who are not participating are happily employed and satisfied
with their family, community, and leisure activities” (p. 65).
Cross (1981) outlined three primary barriers to learning for adults: Situational
barriers, institutional barriers, and dispositional barriers. These are groupings or clusters
of behaviors, beliefs, and conditions that may act as a form of inertia for adults as they
pursue higher education. Although the text may be dated, her findings align well with
more current literature (Baird, 1993; Hensley & Kinser, 2001; Kasworm, 2008; Kazis et
al., 2007; Nevill & Chen, 2007; Polson, 2003; Quinnan, 1997). Her findings appear to be
standing the test of time. While the study is not specifically a study in adult learner
persistence, the attainment of a Master degree is a result of persistence. Therefore, it
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possible that themes related to persistence may emerge from the participants’
experiences. Exploring potential barriers to learning, the next section shares a discussion
of Cross’ barriers to adult learning.
Barriers to adult learning. Cross (1981) said barriers to adult learning can be
discovered by asking adults to describe the obstacles they face, by watching adults as
they respond to changes in the environment (such as raising or lowering tuition), and/or
via the creation and testing of various hypotheses through experiments. However, she
also noted that comparing data from different sources, such as local, regional, state or
national studies, can be difficult due to the varying structures of the studies. Yet, upon
review of many studies and reports, Cross found “enough consistency in the findings to
give a generalized picture of what people say deters them from participating in adult
learning activities” (p. 98). She grouped her findings into three types of barriers:
Situational barriers, institutional barriers, and dispositional barriers.
Situational barriers. Cross (1981) defined situational barriers as “those arising
from one’s situation in life at a given time” (p. 98). One of the more obvious barriers is
time constraints (Lundberg, 2003). The simple fact is time is finite and limited for
everyone, regardless of educational level, race, gender, or socioeconomic status as only
24 hours per day are available. When breaking down a 24-hour day for the typical adult,
the following segments of day must be accounted for: Sleep, work, home. Each of these,
specifically home, could be broken down further into home maintenance or
housekeeping, chores, finance management, and caring for children or aging parents.
Work could also be broken down slightly between commuting time, working time, breaks
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and/or meal times. Where does the working adult, with multiple responsibilities outside
of academics, find the time to pursue a Master degree?
Situational barriers, as explained by Cross (1981), may also encompass things like
financial, transportation, or lack of family support. The irony in the financial barrier is
that “the people who have the time for learning frequently lack the money, and the people
who have the money often lack the time” (Cross, 1981, p. 100). Transportation is another
barrier for adults, especially adults of lower socioeconomic status. Even for adults with
adequate transportation, commuting to and from school take away from the finite amount
of time they have available to balance their other demands of work and home. This may
also be related to institutional barriers which is discussed later.
Quinnan (1997) agreed with Cross regarding the situational barrier on higher
education. For example, he said economic and internal family stressors are significant
barriers to adult learners. Quinnan said these learners tend to be “self-supporting and
must assume the cost of tuition in addition to other financial obligations such as mortgage
payments or rent, food, transportation and child care” (p. 72). Internal family stressors
included pressure that adult learners face from family and friends who perceive the
pursuit of education as a leisurely activity. In addition, he also spoke of the lack of
attention that family members receive as their adult family member pursues education.
Hensley and Kinser (2001) also pointed to family factors such as pregnancies,
spousal demands, and responsibilities for raising children, and the huge barriers they
create. These demands usually resulted in a lack of emotional support at home as
Quinnan (1997) noted which negatively affects persistence for the adult learner. Nevill
and Chen (2007) confirmed this view saying that “family responsibilities, such as those
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associated with being married or having children, may impose limitations on [adults]
time and their likelihood of applying to, enrolling in, and completing a graduate degree
program” (p. 2). Powell (1999) found that adult learners pursuing graduate studies
typically fail to persist due to their inability to balance life activities and not because of
their academic abilities. After all, the opportunity to pursue graduate studies is the result
of successful persistence at the undergraduate level; thus, the adult has demonstrated the
ability to succeed academically. Overall, the literature strongly supports the reality of
situational barriers.
Institutional barriers. According to Cross (1981), “Institutional barriers consist
of all those practices and procedures that exclude or discourage adults from participating
in educational activities – inconvenient schedules or locations, full-time fees for part-time
study, inappropriate courses of study, and so forth” (p. 98). Cross’ views may be dated
regarding this barrier given the growth of online degree programs (Ruch, 2001).
However, even with the growth of online programs, adults are still often challenged to
pursue their academic dreams. Adult learners who experience long work days that may
include many hours working at a computer, long commutes to and from work, and family
or household responsibilities once they are home from work may only need seemingly
insignificant institutional barriers [from the perspective of faculty or administrators] to
cause them to drop their academic dreams or pursuits. Institutional barriers may include
policies or procedures that result in the perception of a high level of bureaucracy. An
example of this may be the requirement of original signatures on forms in lieu of the use
of signed, scanned, and emailed documents. Additionally, inconvenient hours or access
to administrators and faculty or resources such as campus bookstores, computer labs, and
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libraries can create frustration for the busy adult learner. The timing of course offerings
or ineffective, cumbersome online learning software or websites can also drive frustration
for adult learners.
Institutional barriers can also be found in the interactions between adult learners
and faculty members or administrators. Hensley and Kinser (2001) observed that some
participants in their study felt that their teachers and advisors did not care about their
students. Given the growth on online learning and the potential decrease of face-to-face
interaction with faculty, it will be interesting to see if the perceptions noted by Hensley
and Kinser (2001) will increase with the online experience in the future. The good news
is constructive interactions between faculty member and administrators with adult
learners have the opposite effect of an institutional barrier. Pascarella and Terenzini
(2005) and Lundberg (2003) found that positive interaction between students and faculty
or administrators correlated to academic persistence for adult learners.
Quinnan (1997) claimed that the energy level required to overcome inertia created
by institutional barriers often causes adult learners to avoid higher education in the first
place or in dropping out and failing to persist to completion. Specifically, Quinnan said
“it is not an exaggeration to assert that unhappiness over the manner in which college
culture and systems treat adult students sometimes reach a level where leaving campus
sometimes seems the only honorable retreat for adult students” (p. 80). Negative
experiences with faculty members or administrators in previous academic pursuits, such
as the bachelor’s degree, may result in the realization of the third barrier discussed by
Cross (1981) – dispositional barriers.
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Dispositional barriers. The last set of barriers discussed by Cross (1981),
dispositional barriers, was defined as “those related to attitudes and self-perceptions
about oneself as a learner” (p. 98). Recalling that Merriam et al. (2007) believed that
lack of time is one of the primary causes of adult learning nonparticipation, Cross said the
dispositional barrier is probably underestimated because “it is far more acceptable to say
that one is too busy to participate in learning activities or that they cost too much than it
is to say that one is not interested in learning, is too old, or lacks ability” (pp. 106-107).
This barrier is comprised primarily of lack of academic confidence or energy to pursue
academic endeavors. Prior failures or setbacks negatively impact an adult learner’s
confidence in learning activities.
However, once in school, Quinnan (1997) found that academic successes, such as
the successful completion of a course or project well done, were effective in overcoming
dispositional barriers thus improving the confidence level and motivation of the adult
learner. This aligns with the findings of Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) when they
stated that “the research is unwavering in finding that grade performance, even with
controlling other factors, is a statistically significant and positive predictor of persistence
and graduation” (p. 438).
Lamdin (1992) agreed with the views of Quinnan (1997) and Pascarella and
Terenzini (2005). Yet he challenged Cross (1981) when describing the strengths of
adults as learners. Regarding the notion that adult learners are intimidated in their pursuit
in higher education due to fears they may have weak study skills or have diminished
learning skills Lamdin said:

31

The typical adult’s worries about loss of learning are groundless. . . . Adult’s
experience and maturity give them an advantage over their younger classmates.
As students they typically have a better sense of what they want to learn and why,
and in order to go back to school they have made sacrifices in time, money, and
lifestyle that bolster their determination to succeed. (p. 64)
However, when considering the Master degree, Conrad et al. (1998) observed that
Master programs are often viewed negatively by institutional agents (Kuh, 1991) such as
administrators and faculty. Specifically, Conrad et al. claimed higher education often
perceives the Master degree as a stepchild of the doctorate. Adult learners typically have
experience and maturity that is greater than their younger classmates. This experience
and maturity often allows them to be less sensitive to such portrayals. However, if this
perception is projected by institutional agents in higher education in Master degree
programs, it could intimidate or discourage adult learners who have feelings of
inferiority. This could expose dispositional barriers for adults who desire to pursue a
Master degree.
Obviously, there appears to be some conflict in opinion related to dispositional
barriers as they relate to adult learners. However, it is also evident from the literature that
“success begets success.” Therefore, initial success or failure may have a huge impact on
an adult learner’s ability to attain a Master degree. As such, it is critical for institutions
of higher education to understand how to best support and facilitate adult learners in
Master degree programs.

32

Expectations of Adult Learners
It is important to note that the increase in the percentage of adult learners engaged
in higher education discussed previously is not without challenge for higher education.
For example, understanding and applying andragogical approaches is critical to the adult
learner’s experience in higher education (Elias & Merriam, 2005; Knowles et al., 2005;
Quinnan, 1997). Kasworm (2003a, 2003b) discussed the differences of adult learners in
relation to traditional-age students in the classroom. This section discusses the growth,
expectations, and learning differences of adult learners in the pursuit of their academic
goals.
Noting the increasing demand for higher education in general, Kasworm (2003b)
pointed out that “over six million adult undergraduate and graduate students were
enrolled in 2000 (which was) more than the total collegiate enrollment in 1968” (p. 4).
This increase was also evident at the graduate level as indicated by a 78% increase in post
baccalaureate enrollments between 1985 and 2010 (Synder & Dillow, 2012). This
growth in enrollment resulted in a 49.6% increase in the number of Master degrees
awarded from 1999-2000 to 2009-2010 (Aud et al., 2012).
In spite of this increase in total enrollments and the number of Master degrees
awarded, Nasseh (2000) warned “the success of institutions of higher education in
attracting adult learners to their programs has a direct relationship with their
understanding of the needs and expectations of adult learners” (p. 5). Understanding of
these needs and expectations apply to all institutional agents (Kuh, 1991). Specifically,
faculty, being one of the institutional agents, need the ability to facilitate development
across a student population that is becoming more diverse from the perspective of age.
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Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) acknowledged that “the increase in the number of
older adults attending college has generated a large and wide-ranging theoretical
literature on change or growth in the adult years, although much of that literature
concerns ‘adult’ development rather than ‘student’ development” (p. 18). Kasworm
(2003a) expanded on this saying “there is limited knowledge of their unique learning
differences in the undergraduate collegiate classroom” (p. 82). It would be reasonable to
believe the learning differences of adults in the undergraduate classroom extend to
Master programs as well. For example, Polson (2003) said, “Many institutions expend
major resources to recruit new graduate students with limited emphasis devoted to
assisting the students as they transition through the demands of graduate study” (p. 62).
For adult educators, the historical research of teaching “examines the teaching of
children and youth in classrooms, and so does not reflect either the diversity of student
ages and backgrounds or the rich array of social contexts and classroom settings that are
found in adult education” (Nesbit, Leach, & Foley, 2004, pp. 74-75). The diversity of
age in the classroom exposes this problem on campus. Kasworm (2003b) described the
differences between adult learners and traditional-age students and the need for higher
education to “provide a helpful, supportive environment for their future success” (p. 9).
And Kasworm (2003a) discussed how adult learners construct knowledge through the use
of their “knowledge voice, a metaphor for adult students’ beliefs about the nature of
knowledge and learning in relationship to the undergraduate classroom as well as the
adult life worlds of work, family, self, and community” (p. 86). Quinnan (1997) agrees
and says, “Adults expressed a strong preference for the interactive, the contextual, [and]
the faciliatory. Faculty need to do more than just read notes from past lectures. They
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need to get adults involved or else they [adult learners] risk losing interest” (p. 77). This
is especially true for adult learners who pursue Master studies as they often bring many
years of work and life experience with them to the classroom.
However, although adult learners bring many years of work and life experience to
the classroom, they are often seeking to improve their knowledge, skills, or abilities
through higher education. Some of the benefits associated with the attainment of a
Master degree include the improvement of the adult learner’s knowledge, skills, and
abilities (Conrad et al., 1998). Since these are key components of human capital, a
discussion of human capital theory is warranted.
Human Capital Theory
Schultz (1961) was a pioneer in the discussion of human capital theory from an
economic perspective. Schultz said “economists have shied away from the explicit
analysis of investment in human capital” (p. 1) even as “the productive capacity of
human beings is now vastly larger than all other forms of wealth taken together” (p. 2).
Now that we are in what is referred to as a “knowledge economy”, Schultz’ perspective
in 1961 appears prophetic.
Building upon the work of Schultz (1961), Becker (1962) attempted to calculate
the rate of return for investments for high school and college education for individuals in
the form of lifelong earning potential. Becker (1962) claimed that “there have been few,
if any, attempts to treat the process of investing in people from a general viewpoint” (p.
10). Becker (1962) considered the effects of on-the-job training extensively. He also
discussed the effects of education, costs of living and wage rates in different
communities, and investment in improving emotional and physical health as they
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positively affect productivity. Becker (1962) discovered that “investment in human
capital is a pervasive phenomenon and a valuable concept” (p. 49).
In his Nobel lecture in economics, Becker (1992) discussed the change in
perspective regarding the use of the term “human capital” saying:
Human capital is so noncontroversial nowadays that is may be difficult to
appreciate the hostility in the 1950’s and 1960’s toward the approach that went
with the term. The very concept of human capital was alleged to be demeaning
because it treated people as machines. To approach schooling as an investment
rather than a cultural experience was considered unfeeling and extremely narrow.
(p. 43)
The shift in perspective regarding human capital theory described by Becker
(1992) is evident in literature today. Zakaria (2009) said “in a knowledge-based
economy, education functions more like savings – it is spending forgone today in order to
increase human capital” (p. 201). From an organizational perspective, human capital
describes the combined knowledge, skills and abilities of individuals which improve the
productivity and profitability of the organization (Phillips, 2005; Tracey, 1991).
Focusing more on the individual, Perelman (1984) defined human capital as “the
combination of innate talent, knowledge, skill and experience that makes each human a
valuable contributor to economic production” (p. 1).
The capability of individuals and organizations to adapt through the attainment of
knowledge and application of skill is what Perelman (1984) referred to as “flexpertise.”
The Master of Business Administration or MBA is an example of formal education that
provides a broad or generalist perspective of various skills for business management that
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may be considered “flexpertise” (Kuncel et al., 2007). Perelman (1984) was concerned
about the ability of the education system in the United States to satisfy the needs of adult
learners and to meet the growing need for human capital. His concerns are still relevant
in the 21st century as Kazis et al. (2007) warns, “The United States runs the risk of being
hobbled economically by an adult population that is insufficiently qualified to meet the
demands of the modern workplace” (p. 2). To that end, education and learning are the
primary ingredients to assuring the quality of life and standard of living in the United
States as global competition intensifies.
Education at all levels – elementary, secondary, vocational training, postsecondary, and graduate school – plays a role in the development and growth of human
capital. However, even 30 years ago Perelman (1984) questioned the ability of the
education system in the United States to meet the needs of adult learners:
Economic security in the postindustrial economy depends less on expertise and
more on "flexpertise"—the ability to continually adapt individual knowledge and
skill. . . . Virtually the entire adult population needs retraining and new learning to
be economically productive. Reforms of elementary and secondary education,
however justified, will have little impact on these urgent adult learning needs. . .
"More education" will not solve the human capital crisis. The emergence of a
knowledge-based economy requires a new synthesis of the functions of training,
education, and other forms of communication and learning under the single
umbrella of the "learning enterprise." The major barrier to reforming the current
policy framework and creating the kind of learning enterprise needed by a new
economy is an appalling lack of timely and accurate information about the entire
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system of adult learning in the United States [italics added]. This information
must be gathered, education must be made learning centered rather than degree
centered, and new technology must be used, in order to meet the economy's
growing need for flexible human capital. (pp. xvi-xix)
Perelman’s (1984) commentary regarding the lack of information regarding adult
learning in the United States is still relevant today in some areas of higher education. His
perspective included a wide range of adults in the workforce including hourly-paid blue
collar or service workers, middle management and professional staff, and senior-level
executive leadership positions. For example, in the area of adult education, a plethora of
research and literature regarding adult basic education (ABE), English as a second
language (ESL), vocational training and certificate programs exists (Quinnan, 1997). As
noted earlier, there is an abundance of literature available that discusses persistence and
degree attainment at the undergraduate level (e.g., Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson,
2009). However, research on adult education at the Master level is scarce (Conrad et al.,
1998; Hegarty, 2010; Polson, 2003).
While all areas of learning contribute to the growth and development of human
capital, one aspect of the learning enterprise mentioned by Perelman (1984) is that
provided by graduate education. Therefore, it is important to distinguish between
“education” and “learning” and discuss the relationship between graduate adult education
(and learning) and human capital. But first, a discussion of educational attainment rates
in the United States is presented since educational attainment is one of the measures of
human capital.
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Human Capital and Educational Attainment
The focus on human capital has increased significantly over the past three decades
since Perelman’s (1984) observations. And because education is a primary ingredient in
the creation and development of human capital (Becker, 1992), educational attainment
rates have received much attention in the literature. Slower growth rates of educational
attainment at the secondary and post-secondary levels are driving concerns about the
future of human capital in the United States (Bowen et al., 2009; Day & Bauman, 2000).
Referring to data from the 2000 Census, Day and Bauman (2000) reflected:
Over the last several decades, the education level of the workforce has benefited
by the entrance of increasingly well-educated cohorts which replace retiring
cohorts. However, there is evidence that this process is slowing down. . . .
Educational upgrading through aging of younger, better educated cohorts may be
coming to an end (pp. 1-2).
A review of more recent Census data from 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011)
confirmed the growth in educational attainment has indeed slowed down. Based on the
data, the percentage of adults who completed high school has plateaued and appears to
have reached a point of diminishing return. Furthermore, the percentage of adults who
have completed a bachelor’s degree or higher has slowed down although not at the same
pace as the percentage of high school graduates. Table 1 shows the change in the
percentages of adults who have graduated from high school and college in the United
States between 1970 and 2009:
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Table 1
Percentage of Adults Who Have Finished High School or College

Year

1970

1980

1990

1995

2000

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

High
School
Graduate
or More

52.3

66.5

77.6

81.7

84.1

85.2

85.5

85.7

86.6

86.7

College
Graduate
or More

10.7

16.2

21.3

23.0

25.6

27.7

28.0

28.7

29.4

29.5

The percentage of adults aged 25 years of age or older who possessed a high
school diploma in the 1970s, 80s, 90s, and 00s increased by 14.2%, 11.1%, 6.5%, and
2.6% over the prior decade. This trend reflects a deceleration in the percentage of adults
who have completed high school. While the deceleration may be alarming, it is
indicative of the law of diminishing return. Fewer gains are made as the percentage
approaches 100%; thus, significantly more effort or leverage is required to generate a
small improvement in the percentage of adults who have completed high school.
By comparison, the percentage of college graduates have increased by 5.5%,
5.1%, 4.3%, and 3.9% over the previous decade. This deceleration is not nearly as
significant as the deceleration observed in the percentage of adults who have completed
high school. However, increasing the percentage of adults who have completed a
bachelor’s degree has been and still is a high priority for the development of human
capital in the United States (Bowen et al, 2009; Clinton, 2011; Friedman & Mandelbaum,
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2011; Kazis et al., 2007; Perna, 2005; Phillips, 2005). This is reflected in the literature
on the topic of undergraduate student persistence for traditional and non-traditional
students - such as adult learners.
However, while Table 1 demonstrates the slow, steady growth in the percentage
of adults with a college degree, the percentage of adult degree completion at the Master
level is increasing significantly (Aud et al., 2012). The increase in degree completion at
the Master level certainly has a relationship to the surge in graduate school enrollments
that occurred at the turn of the millennium. Developed from data in the Digest of
Education Statistics 2011, Table 2 demonstrates the increase in enrollments in graduate
school from 1970 through 2010 in 5-year intervals (Snyder & Dillow, 2012).
Table 2
Percentage Increase in Graduate School Enrollment from 1970 through 2010

Year Interval

1970
1974

1975
1979

1980
1984

1985
1989

1990
1994

1995
1999

2000
2004

2005
2010

Percentage
Increase Over
Prior Period

27.2

10.3

3.3

10.6

12.3

4.7

18.1

17.9

Yet, Patton (2013) said the economic recession and the automatic cuts in the
government budget or sequestration caused a decline in graduate school enrollments
recently. For example, in the 2010 – 2011 academic year, first-time enrollment in
graduate school decreased by 1.7% (Gonzales, Allum, & Sowell, 2013). This was a
short-lived decrease as Gonzales et al. (2013) observed that enrollment between the fall
of 2011 and the fall of 2012 increased by 1.8% which was the first increase in
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enrollments in three years. Yet, this growth was primarily driven by an increase in
international students. Gonzales et al. (2013) observed that in the fall of 2012 the
enrollment of international students increased by 8.0% in comparison to an increase of
only 0.6% for domestic students over the fall of 2011. The prior year, this gap was even
wider. In the fall of 2011 the enrollment of international students increased by 7.8% in
comparison to a decrease of 2.3% for domestic students over the prior fall.
This recent phenomena reinforces Bowen et al. (2009) warning that the United
States must “do a better job of growing its own timber” (p. 7) by encouraging the pursuit
and completion of advanced degrees among its own citizens. They based their concerns
on data from the 2000 Census which indicates approximately half of doctorates in the
fields of engineering, math, and science in the United States have been earned by
foreigners. The problem is not that the people holding these degrees happen to be
foreigners. The problem is the reversal of “brain drain” which is a phrase that once
described the drain of intellectual talent from foreign countries such as India to the
United States. “Brain drain” appears to be slowing or even reversing as many of these
foreigners are leaving the United States. They take with them education, knowledge and
experience they have acquired while in the United States. And when they arrive in their
homelands, in countries such as India, they bring valuable and precious human capital
(Zakaria, 2009).
Although the number of Master degrees awarded in the U.S. increased
significantly as reflected by a 49.6% increase between 2000 and 2010 as reported by Aud
et al. (2012), global competition for graduate students and advanced degree holders is
increasing (Bowen et al., 2009; Zakaria, 2009). Yet, Perelman (1984) complained that
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“more ‘education’ will not solve the human capital crisis” (p. xvii). His statement
implies that securing a higher degree (i.e., education) may not satisfy the knowledge and
skill requirements (i.e., learning) to address the need for increased human capital in the
United States. Based on this perspective, it may be useful to examine the suttle
difference between education and learning. The following story demonstrates how we
can learn from others outside of formal education.
Learning from Others
On occasion, if we are looking, we can see real-life practical examples of the
differences between education and learning and their respective effect on skills. Steven
Rinella hosted a television show called The Wild Within (Rinella, 2011). Steven was an
author, outdoorsman, and survivalist who believed that we have lost touch with our food
sources in the United States. Using his skills (or education) in hunting and fishing, Steve
demonstrated how we obtained our food in the wild often in the context of historical
events or different cultures. In an episode filmed in Guyana, Steve quickly realized the
difference in his hunting and fishing “education” in comparison to the skills or “learning”
of the Makushi Indians, specifically the skills and learning of his hunting guide, Rove.
Normally, Steven fishes with a rod and reel but he prefers to hunt or fish per the
local customs on this show. In Guyana, the Makushi Indians fished with a bow and
arrow that has a string tied to the arrow. During a fishing trip to Corona Falls, Steven
questioned Rove’s hand-made and primitive bow and arrows. Then Steven showed Rove
his highly-engineered, multi-pulley mechanical bow. Rove chuckled at Steven’s bow.
During a fishing trip at the falls, Rove spotted a fish and Steven took a shot a
point-blank-range. Steven missed the fish on multiple attempts. Frustrated he sat his
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bow down and said to Rove, “I’m done. See if you can get one.” Rove caught a big paci
on his first shot with his primitive bow and arrow.
Rove built a custom arrow from scratch for Steven the next day. Making the shaft
from an “arrow plant” he made the arrow with a heavier tip to provide more stability and
impact. Shamefully looking at his high-tech carbon-fiber arrow Steven said, “To be
honest with you, I don’t even know what this stuff is in this arrow.” Steven was in awe
of Rove’s skills as he made the arrow with a knife and a hand file.
The next morning, Rove took Steven fishing at the falls again. After spotting a
fish, Steven took aim and let Rave’s new arrow fly from a primitive bow. One shot, one
kill. Rove was ecstatic yelling, “You got it! You got it!” as Steven stood in amazement.
Rove’s pride was obvious. Later Steven reflected that his technology and skills
(education) were no match for the applications and skills (learning) of the Rove and the
Makushi Indians. Rove’s fishing skills provided a great example of “innate talent,
knowledge, skills and experience” (Perelman, 1984). This leads to a more formal
discussion of the differences between education and learning.
The Difference in Education and Learning
Webster’s New Dictionary (2003) defines education as “formal schooling” (p.
208) in comparison to learning as “acquiring knowledge or skill” (p. 368). Therefore, it
is altogether reasonable that learning can occur outside of formal education activities.
The previous story was an example of such an occurrence. But it can also be argued that
completion of formal schooling does not ensure that learning has taken place. This was
evident in some of the narratives of the participants in this study that are shared later in
Chapter 4 Experiences of the Participants.
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Challenging the role of formal education in the development of human capital,
Schuller and Field (1998) criticized the lens of human capital theory saying, “Highly
sophisticated econometric analyses of the effect of human capital investment are often
founded on the assumption that human capital can be measured simply by the number of
years’ schooling” (p. 227). Completing a curriculum of studies in formal schooling –
thus being educated – is no guarantee of learning. Using the lens of critical theory, Freire
(1921/2004) described the banking theory of education. Education is banked when the
depositor (the teacher) fills the receptacles (students) with knowledge; hence, the phrase
banked knowledge. Teacher success is measured by how well the students are filled with
knowledge. Freire was very vocal about the banking approach to education and said “the
more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop (and)
the more they tend to simply adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of
reality deposited in them” (p. 73). Lindeman (1926/1989) elaborated on the banking
concept and discussed the effect of specialization in education:
Under conventional educational systems both teacher and text attempt to make
situations fit subjects whereas the demand is to make subjects serve situations. . . .
Teachers of adults, on the other hand, will need to be alert in learning how the
practical experiences of life can enliven subjects. The purpose of adult education
is to give meaning to the categories of experiences, not to classifications of
knowledge. . . . It is perhaps true that no single group in modern life stands in
greater need of adult education than experts, specialists: those who continue to
know more and more about less and less. (p. 123)
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It appears that Freire (1921/2004), Lindeman (1926/1989), and Schuller and Field (1998)
agreed with Perelman’s (1984) claim that more education was not the solution to the
growth and development of the human capital in the United States.
When discussing the measurements of human capital, Schuller and Field (1998)
challenged the relationship of formal education on the valuation or development of
human capital. Schuller and Field complained about the lack of development of social
capital in many higher education programs when they opined:
Whole series of individuals [are] permanently plugged into their personal training
programmes, but with no sense of the value of learning as something shared with
others, including friends, colleagues, families or their wider social milieu. Human
capital rises, as they are guided to higher and higher qualifications, but at the
expense of the means of personal communication and relationships. To some
extent this is satire, but if human capital accumulation does occur independently
of such social contexts it will be, at best, of very limited social and economic
value, and it may well be actively erosive. (pp. 230-231)
While Freire (1921/2004), Lindeman (1926/1989), and Schuller and Field (1998),
appeared to agree that more education (or indoctrination) does not necessarily equate to
learning, they certainly did not abandon the need for education or its role in learning. For
example, Lindeman passionately claimed that “education is life” where “the whole of life
is learning, therefore education can have no endings” (pp. 4-5). More recently, Phillips
(2005) explained that we are in a “knowledge era” whereby “the economy’s base has
moved from agricultural to industrial to intellectual” (p. 100). Lifelong learning is
required to support the development of human capital.
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It is too harsh to suggest that learning does not take place in formal education
programs as one may interpret from Perelman’s (1984) claim that more education is not
the answer. Perspectives and experiences of adult learners need to be considered to better
understand the effect of education on learning. This is true at all levels of higher
education including the Master level given the role of education in the development of
human capital.
Master Studies and Human Capital
In the case of graduate adult education, Conrad et al. (1998) studied the
experiences of Master-level adult learners. They conducted the study because “there is
almost no literature on how students experience their Master programs, much less the
effects of their experiences on students themselves” (p. 65). Interviews from 184 Master
degree students and 147 graduates were used to answer the question: “How do students
interpret and evaluate their Master experiences, including their impact on themselves and
others?” (p. 66). Participants in their study who successfully completed a Master degree
claimed they realized important learning experiences, increased professional
development, and enhanced leadership skills as a result of their graduate school
experiences.
As an example of their learning experiences in their Master programs, the
participants pointed to the process of critical dialogue where “faculty and students
conjointly question existing knowledge, challenge key assumptions in their field, and
develop and critically refine new understandings of knowledge and professional practice”
(Conrad et al., 1998, pp. 67-69). This was certainly an example of learning in contrast to
Freire’s (1921/2004) banked education. Given the increased use of online learning at for-
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profit universities (Ruch, 2001) and non-profit universities (Wilson, 2010), the value,
practice, or development of critical dialogue for adult learners enrolled in online classes
in comparison to traditional, face-to-face classes in a Master program is a potential area
of research.
In their study, Conrad et al. (1998) found that participants in Master program had
significant effects on the development of interpersonal skills (Bedwell, Fiore, & Salas,
2014). Participants in their study said their graduate school experiences resulted in
improved communication and teamwork skills as they learned how to question, solve
problems, and lead collaboratively. In a study of a closed-cohort Master program, Ellrich
(2010) said that the development of trust between the learners improved communication
and collaboration between the learners in the program. The findings of Conrad et al. and
Ellrich should provide some encouragement to Schuller and Field (1998) regarding the
effect of education on the development of social capital, which is the ability to pursue
shared objectives through networking, social interaction and collaboration, in addition to
the development of human capital.
In Becker’s (1992) discussion regarding education as an investment, his primary
assumption regarding human capital investment was related to an individual’s decision to
pursue higher education from a cost-benefit perspective. Perna (2005) had a similar
point of view claiming that any expected benefits are compared to the benefits and costs
of alternative options including the cost of not pursuing education. However, with much
focus on the financial benefits of degree attainment (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010),
research on other benefits has been limited (Conrad et al., 1998).
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More recently, Nevill and Chen (2007) discussed the role of graduate education in
the development of human and social capital. They pointed out the benefits of graduate
education for individuals and society. Similar to Carnevale et al. (2010), Nevill and Chen
claimed that individuals typically see increased earning potential with higher degree
attainment. Furthermore they claimed that having highly educated professionals
contributes economically, technically, and intellectually to society and industry. Perhaps
this is why some universities have created Master programs aligned with the needs of
their local and regional markets (The University of Memphis, 2011).
As an example, major biomedical and logistics markets exist in the mid-south
region of the United States in Memphis, Tennessee. Yet, many of the companies in this
market experienced significant challenges in luring talent from around the country to the
Memphis area. One such challenge was Memphis’ #2 rating in the “misery index”
(Badenhausen, 2009). Factors in determining a city’s misery index included weather,
commute times, unemployment rates, taxes, and corruption by public officials. Negative
press, such as the misery index, do not appeal to professionals considering employment
opportunities and potential relocation to the area. To mitigate this challenge and to
further develop human capital to support the local economy, The University of Memphis
(2011) worked with local corporations to develop a Master program aimed at developing
the employees of local corporations as described earlier by Bowen et al. (2009).
In conjunction with local medical device manufacturers and logistics
organizations, The University of Memphis (2011) developed and launched a Customer
Driven MBA program. Providing value to students, employers and the university, the
program focused on industry-specific education and learning for the students. Local
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biomedical and logistics companies provided guidance on the types of learning they value
in MBA graduates. By allowing local companies to have a voice in the program
development, The University of Memphis (2011) helped local businesses to develop the
talents of MBA students many of whom are existing employees at these companies.
Local employers in the biomedical and logistics fields also benefitted by having
access to qualified industry-specific training. The employee was committed to remain
with their company for two years after completion of the program in exchange for the
company’s financial sponsorship in the program. This commitment was good for both
the employer and the employee. For the employer, it provided some assurance that their
investment in human capital would be retained for a reasonable period of time upon
completion of the program. For the employee, in addition to the potential increase in
their individual human capital value, they had the support of their company in their
academic pursuits which may have mitigated the situational barriers as described by
Cross (1981). The University of Memphis (2011) also benefitted from the program as it
learned to develop a “world-class MBA program tailored to meet the needs of today’s
most ubiquitous industries” (para. 5). Initiatives such as this may be the type of synthesis
that Perelman (1984) said would be necessary to address human capital demand in the
United States. And institutions of higher education are responding to the needs of
businesses, industries, and adult learners by offering several different types of MBA
programs which are discussed briefly next.
Types of MBA Programs
In addition to the Customer Driven MBA program, The University of Memphis
offers four other MBA programs that include the Professional MBA, Online MBA,
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International MBA, and Executive MBA. The Professional MBA targets working
professionals who work full-time and want to pursue their MBA in the evening on a parttime basis. The desired minimum amount of work experience for participation in this
program is one year. The Online MBA is designed to address the busy schedules of
professionals and geographic constraints by providing access to course materials 24 hours
per day, 7 days per week. The International MBA is a full-time, 17 month program that
offers business tracks in Spanish, German, French, Japanese, and Chinese in addition to a
English-based track for countries where English is the primary language. The program
also offers a U.S.-based track for international students who want to learn more about
how business operates in the U.S. The Executive MBA is for seasoned executives who
have established themselves in their respective industry through individual performance
and professional accomplishments. It is a full-time program that also lasts 17 months
with classes in the evening and on weekends to accommodate an executive’s busy
schedule (The University of Memphis, 2015).
The University of Mississippi (2015) offers two types of MBA programs that
include the Campus MBA and the Professional MBA. The Campus MBA offers classes
in the evenings. Classes begin in the summer term and the degree can be completed in
one year with full-time attendance. Or the student can pursue classes on a part-time
basis. No experience is required for acceptance into the Campus MBA. The Professional
MBA at the University of Mississippi (2015) is designed for working professionals and is
delivered primarily online. The program takes at least two years to complete. No
Executive MBA program is offered at the University of Mississippi (2015).
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The University of Tennessee (2015) offers seven types of MBA programs. Their
offerings include a Full-Time MBA, Professional MBA, Aerospace and Defense MBA,
and four different Executive MBAs. As the title indicates, the Full-Time MBA is
designed for full-time students. The program is a 17-month program that includes
opportunities for international trips, internships, and consulting engagements. The
Professional MBA is a 16 month program that is built around an organizational
assignment or project from the student’s place of employment. Students meet on campus
on weekends and are supported during the week with online facilitation from their
professors. The industry-specific Aerospace and Defense MBA is a one-year program
that utilizes five, one-week residency sessions that take place on campus. Students are
given reading and project assignments to complete between these residency weeks.
Online courses comprise about a quarter of the curriculum (The University of Tennessee,
2015).
The four Executive MBA offerings at the University of Tennessee include
Strategic Leadership, Global Supply Chain, Physician, and Healthcare Leadership. These
programs are focused in specific areas of business or industry and are designed to be
completed in one year. Participants in these programs bring several years of experience
in their respective fields to the classroom (The University of Tennessee, 2015).
There are hundreds of MBA programs offered in the United States with various
emphases and delivery methods. The criteria for participation in this case study aligned
best with the anticipated characteristics of students who participate in Executive MBA
programs. Therefore, an Executive MBA program was selected for this case study. As
such, a discussion about the Executive MBA program is warranted and follows.
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The Executive MBA
Intended for experienced managers, the Executive MBA was first offered in 1943
by The University of Chicago Booth School of Business (University of Chicago, 2014).
In 1974, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) claimed to be the
second university in the world to offer the Executive MBA degree. Their program was
focused on “a new type of student – one who was more mature and who was also
expected to remain in their demanding job assignment” (University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign, para. 2, 2014). The Executive MBA program at UIUC did not specialize in
areas such as marketing or finance but rather provided a breadth of business
understanding to their students. Comparing the Executive MBA to traditional full-time
or part-time MBA programs, Owens (2007) said “EMBA programs place a stronger focus
on global concerns in their courses. No doubt, these differences in course curriculum are
due to EMBA programs capitalizing on older, more experienced students in the executive
program body” (p. 1). Yet, experience is not the only acceptance criteria for entry into an
Executive MBA program.
Acceptance criteria. The acceptance criteria for entry into an Executive MBA
program typically includes solid entrance exam scores and satisfactory undergraduate
performance, several years of work experience, and successful interviews with the
Executive MBA program management. The brand of Executive MBA programs is
dependent on the effectiveness of the selection and admissions process. Deciding which
applicants to admit to the program is critical to these programs because poor decisions
could negatively impact the program’s reputation as well as result in lost opportunity
costs if an adult learner does not complete the program (Owens, 2007, p. 7).
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In a meta-analysis of the literature on the use of the Graduate Management
Admission Test (GMAT) and undergraduate grade point average (UGPA) for graduate
school success, Kuncel et al. (2007), agreed with Owens (2007) and said “the
consequences of an admissions system are also important. . . . At stake are the quality and
diversity of the MBA students” (p. 52). The quality and diversity of students is not only
a concern for the universities, but also the adult learners in these programs. Adult
learners in these programs view acceptance criteria as a filter or gatekeeper that ensures
the quality of the program and their fellow adult learners (Gropper, 2007). Different
types of acceptance criteria are discussed next.
Entrance exams and undergraduate GPA. Owens (2007) claimed that
“published research on the admission process and prediction of success in EMBA
programs has been limited” (p. 2). Owens conducted a quantitative study utilizing 25 sets
of Validity Study Service data from 22 different Executive MBA programs to determine
the relationships between GMAT scores and UGPA on successful academic performance.
Owens found that the combination of GMAT and UGPA were better predictors of
success than using GMAT or UGPA independently. Kuncel et al. (2007) found that
GMAT scores and UGPA were related to both first-year success and the overall
performance of graduate students (p. 61).
However, Gropper (2007) questioned the effectiveness of the GMAT for
predicting success in Executive MBA programs. Examining various factors that are
generally used for admission criteria such as work experience, UGPA, and GMAT
scores, he claimed GMAT scores have a weak relationship with overall academic success
for Executive MBA students. Gropper (2007) explained that this weak relationship is one
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of the reasons the number of Executive MBA programs that required the GMAT had
dropped by 35% over a 5-year period between 1999-2000 and 2003-2004. By
comparison, the number of full-time MBA programs that required the GMAT increased
by 6.2% over the same period. Gropper (2007) said, “In 2003, 35% of [MBA] programs
reported that they did not require the GMAT for admissions, while in 2005 that number
had climbed to 51%” (p. 208). Contrasting Owens’ (2007) findings, Gropper found “that
the GMAT score is not statistically significant related to overall academic performance
for Executive MBA students” (p. 215).
Work Experience. When considering work experience, Owens (2007) noted that
the programs who submitted Validity Study Service data lacked work experience data for
their applicants. This was likely due to the lack of a standard process for qualifying and
quantifying experience for applicants. As a result, the Validity Study Service Validity
Study Service data does not include a metric for work experience. Kuncel et al. (2007)
questioned the use of years of work experience as a factor in acceptance to graduate
school. Kuncel et al. (2007) argued, “Experience is purely an indicator (sign) and not a
direct measurement (sample) of the actual knowledge, skill, abilities, and other
characteristics the program wishes the student to possess” (p.52). It should be noted that
these characteristics are basically the same ones used to define organizational human
capital (Becker, 1992; Phillips, 2005; Tracey, 1991).
Gropper (2007) claimed, “Total years of work experience, while a consistent
requirement for most Executive MBA programs, was not statistically significant” (p. 214)
relative to academic performance. However, he did find that significant career
accomplishments had a positive relationship to success in the program. Specifically he
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claimed, “Individuals who had reached [the] level of division manager up through vice
president did significantly better in the EMBA program than those who had not advanced
to that level” (p. 214). Gropper also believed that these levels of career advancement led
to better Executive MBA classroom dynamics and discussions.
Interviews. In addition to GMAT scores and UGPA performance, interviews are
often conducted and used as acceptance criteria in Executive MBA programs. Interviews
are a qualitative tool that allows the applicant to demonstrate their quality of thinking and
ability to express their thoughts. Yet perhaps most importantly, interviews provide an
opportunity to assess the applicant’s personality and likelihood of harmonizing in the
program or cohort (Owens, 2007).
This is somewhat ironic given the perspective of Bedwell et al. (2014). Bedwell
et al. pointed out that many employers complain that MBA graduates are void of
interpersonal skills (IPS) upon completion of their programs. Bedwell et al. found that
while many employers believe recent MBA graduates are technically competent, they
often lack interpersonal skills which impedes team play and decreases collaboration in
their organizations. The ability to be a team player is critical as Bedwell et al. said, “IPS
is undeniably important in today’s business world as increased collaboration, which
requires highly effective IPS, is a dominant form of work” (p. 182). Yet Bedwell et al.
concluded that the development of interpersonal skills was noticeably absent in the
curriculum and classroom of MBA programs.
Acceptance criteria and selectivity. Multiple criteria are used to assess
applicants who apply for admission to MBA programs. Yet, scoffing at the perceived
high criteria to entry in MBA programs, Kuncel et al. (2007) argued that almost anyone
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who has completed their undergraduate degree can be accepted into a MBA program due
to the lack of selectivity in most programs. With a hint of sarcasm they said, “The
majority of MBA matriculants did not have to leap over a tall building to gain admission
to a program and were at little risk of failing out when they were there” (p. 63). Carey
(2014) discussed this phenomenon in a comparison of non-profit schools to for-profit
schools. Pointing to the increasing debt levels of Master program students, Carey took
issue with the admissions criteria of Master programs at non-profit universities. Pointing
out the “lenient admission criteria” (para. 13), Carey (2014) accused:
If you’re a college president overseeing a portfolio of lucrative, heavily marketed,
largely unaccountable terminal Master-degree programs that offer little or no
financial aid and charge market prices financed by debt, congratulations: You,
too, own a for-profit college! And, unlike your peers at the University of
Phoenix, you don’t have to pay taxes on your earnings. (para. 14)
Carey’s (2014) thoughts are relevant in this study as they relate to the experiences
and perspectives of adult learners in Executive MBA programs. In contrast to the
perspectives of Kuncel et al. (2007), online marketing materials for Executive MBA
programs typically suggest or imply that their programs are very selective with their
applicants. For example, the website for the Executive MBA for Strategic Leadership
program at The University of Tennessee (2015) claims that their applicants are typically
high-potential employees who are moving into senior management roles, senior
managers, and executives. Similarly, the Executive MBA website for The University of
Memphis (2015) describes their candidates as “accomplished business professionals” and
“savvy executives.” Based on this language, the programs do not appear to be aimed at
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the average working professional but rather the high-potential, high-achieving, or
executive-suite adult learner. And adult learners who desire to be part of a group or
cohort that includes experienced and high-performing professionals or executives may be
led to the Executive MBA program over other MBA programs as a result.
Services provided by Executive MBA programs that cater to the needs of the
adult learner has the appearance of a concierge service. Books are provided along with
parking passes. International travel, if required, is included in the program’s costs and is
coordinated by the program. Meals are provided for weekend classes with graduate
assistants ensuring that the coffee pot is full and snacks are readily available.
But these services and the opportunity to work with seasoned professionals and
executives come with a significant price tag. For example, the one-year Executive MBA
for Strategic Leadership at The University of Tennessee (2015) is priced at $71,000 for
adult learners enrolling in 2016. On the higher end of the spectrum, the Executive MBA
program at The University of Pennsylvania (2015) costs $181,500 for adult learners who
entered the program in May of 2014.
Given the high price of Executive MBA programs and the perceptions that the
admissions process is very lenient (Carey, 2014) or at least not as selective as marketed
(Kuncel et al., 2007), perhaps Carey’s (2014) point of view regarding Master programs at
non-profit universities have merit? Specifically referring to many of the Master programs
offered by non-profit universities Carey (2014) said, “Colleges and the people who work
for them enjoy both the status associated with the exalted purposes of scholarship and the
money that comes from playing a crucial role in building the nation’s store of human

58

capital” (para. 4). Carey’s (2014) perspective may be relevant to Executive MBA
programs based on the prices of these programs.
Effect of the Executive MBA on learners. Using Executive MBA student
survey data, the Executive MBA Council (2012) found that “EMBA students gain skills
and perspective that make them better leaders and managers, and a network that lasts
them for a lifetime and helps them move forward in their careers” (para. 4). In addition,
the Executive MBA Council (2014) claimed that students who took the 2013 Student Exit
Benchmarking Survey experienced a 14% increase in their respective salaries and
bonuses while they were in the program (Executive MBA Council, 2014). However,
given that the average Executive MBA program lasts 20 months (Executive MBA
Council, 2013), it is likely that these students went through two annual performance
reviews. If that was the case, a 6.8% annual increase would have resulted in a 14%
increase over the same period. While a 6.8% annual increase is impressive in the current
business environment, the Executive MBA Council (2014) did not disclose what the
comparable increases were for comparable employees (e.g., peer coworkers) who were
not enrolled in an Executive MBA program over the same period of time. Therefore, it is
possible that high-performing employees received similar annual increases without
participating in an Executive MBA program.
Full-time MBA or Executive MBA?
Not all adult learners are convinced that an Executive MBA is right for them.
Because most Executive MBA programs require sacrificing weekends, adult learners
often opt for traditional MBA programs that offer classes during weekdays or evenings
during the week. Traditional MBA programs can be attended part-time outside of the
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typical cohort structure of the Executive MBA and allows adult learners to proceed at
their own pace versus the pace of the cohort that goes through the program in lockstep.
Also, many adult learners are looking to change career paths upon completion of their
MBA. These learners often choose the full-time MBA over the Executive MBA because
of the possibility of an internship to help transition to a new career (Di Meglio, 2013).
Di Meglio (2013) said many full-time MBA programs are seeing an increase in
adult learners who completed their undergraduate studies more than 10 years prior to
applying for graduate school. Using Harvard’s MBA program as an example, Di Meglio
said “the latest entering class includes 23 students who got their undergraduate degree a
decade or more ago, nearly twice as many as this year’s graduating class” (para. 1). In a
conversation with the Director of Admissions at Vanderbilt University’s Owen Graduate
School of Management, Di Meglio found that adult learners are often directed towards
Executive MBA programs that are “tailored to older candidates, many of whom are
sponsored by their employers and intend to return to their companies after graduation”
(para. 3).
Has the Demand for Higher Education Shifted?
In spite of the belief that education is necessary for individuals to be competitive
in the workplace, questions about the need for a college education have surfaced. Adults
who read non-scholarly material may be led to believe that the need for a college degree
is overrated. Addressing the notion that a college degree does not possess the value that
it once held, McArdle (2012) claimed that college graduates are taking jobs once held by
lower skilled or lower educated workers because of the lack of jobs requiring a college
degree. Discussing the investment mentality of a college education, McArdle (2012)
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said, “More than half of all recent graduates are unemployed or in jobs that do not require
a degree, and the amount of student-loan debt carried by households has more than
quintupled since 1999” (para. 11). McArdle (2013) believed that much of college
attendance today is driven by activity-oriented learners as described by Houle (1961) and
not skill acquisition.
McArdle’s (2013) claims were based on a working paper from the National
Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) where Beaudry, Green, and Sand (2013) argued
that there has been a decline in demand for cognitive skills since 2000. Using a
theoretical framework of a boom and bust cycle that is driven by skilled-biased
technological change, Beaudry et al. (2013) believed that during the boom phase there is
high demand for cognitive skills to implement the technology which is referred to as
general purpose technology (GPT). They claimed that all GPT’s require a substantial
amount of human capital for implementation.
Beaudry et al. (2013) acknowledged that human capital is responsible for
“building intangible capital for the firm in the form of organizational capital” (p. 6).
However, upon completion of implementation and maturation of the GPT, Beaudry et al.
opines that the demand for human capital declines as organization capital is increased.
This is point in the bust and boom cycle when they believe the demand for cognitive
skills shifts. As GPT matures, Beaudry et al. claimed that having a degree “is less about
obtaining access to high paying managerial and technology jobs and more about beating
out less educated workers for the Barista or clerical job” (p. 3).
Beaudry et al. (2013) argued that the demand for cognitive skills was the primary
driver of the labor market in the United States prior to 2000. Yet, they noted that this
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demand has decreased since 2000 and pushed college educated workers to lower skilled
jobs as a result. However, there is certainly not a consensus on this theory. For example,
Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011) discussed the effect of information technology (IT) at
the turn of the century saying that IT is, “making almost all work more complex and
more demanding of critical-thinking skills [and] it requires every American to be better
educated than ever to secure and keep a well-paying job” (p. 19).
Summary
The literature related to adult learning is abundant yet is lacking at the Master
level. Much discussion about adult learner persistence in certificate programs, vocational
and associate degrees, and baccalaureate studies can be found. Motivations for the
pursuit of higher education are discussed, barriers are identified, and suggestions for
support and improvement are made. At the graduate level, the literature primary focuses
on doctoral studies and experiences. Yet the experiences of the adult learner who
chooses to pursue the Master degree are inadequately represented in the literature. Given
the growing number of adults pursuing and completing a Master degree and their
contributions to society in their professional roles, their perspectives warrant far more
coverage in the literature. The perspectives of adult learners who participate in Executive
MBA programs provide an excellent opportunity to contribute to the literature at the
Master level.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Introduction
The purpose of this research was to understand the experiences of adult learners
who returned to higher education to pursue an Executive Master of Business
Administration degree. Focusing on their experiences in the Executive MBA program
and how attainment of this degree affects them personally and professionally, this
research sought answers to the following questions:
1. What experiences lead adult learners to participation in an Executive
Master of Business Administration program?
2. How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program?
3. In what ways do the experiences of adult learners in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program influence their lives?
The following sections discuss the: a) theoretical framework, b) research design,
c) research setting, d) participant selection, e) data collection, f) data analysis, g) method
of representation, h) trustworthiness, i) ethical and political considerations, and j)
subjectivity statement.
Theoretical Framework
Human capital can be described as the combination of knowledge, talent, skills,
abilities and experience of individuals which can improve the productivity and
profitability an individual, organization, or society (Becker, 1992; Perelman, 1984;
Phillips, 2005; Tracey, 1991). Human capital theory is applicable to individuals,
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organizations, and nations due to its effect on individual performance, organizational
productivity, and national services (Cornachione, 2010). Education is a key contributor
to the development of human capital. Due to this, some have suggested that one measure
of human capital is years of education (Becker, 1992), while others have challenged this
notion (Schuller & Field, 1998).
The decision to enroll and persist to degree completion is a based on an
individual’s perspective of costs and benefits associated with their efforts (Perna, 2005).
This cost-benefit analysis serves as a base for human capital theory (Becker, 1992;
Cornachione, 2010; Perna, 2005). Finally, Schultz (1961) pointed out that, “Any
capability produced by human investment becomes part of the human agent” (p. 8).
Therefore, since this capability, this human capital, is part of the “human agent” resulting
from an individual’s decision to enroll and persist, the research design reflected the need
to hear the perspective of the “human agent”. Using human capital theory as a
framework, the research design is described below.
Research Design
This study was qualitative in nature and utilized a case study method. Case
studies explore an issue in a particular setting or context. This setting or context is called
a bounded system and utilizes the case as the basis for research. The bounded system can
be a single-site study which is also called a within-site study or it may involve multiple
sites which is called a multi-site study. Since this case study was based at a single site,
this was a within-site study. Data collection in case study research involves multiple
sources of information which may include interviews, observations, and documents or
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reports. Case-based themes and a case description are reported from the study (Creswell,
2007). The research design associated with this study is discussed in more detail below.
Qualitative research. As more and more graduate students engage in qualitative
studies and dissertations, the number of qualitative publications have grown immensely.
And due to this growth, graduate students and researchers who are relatively new to
qualitative research are seeking guidance regarding different qualitative research
approaches (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). This is apparent even among qualitative research
professionals as they struggle to define qualitative research. For example, Creswell
(2007) said, “This seemingly uncomplicated approach [qualitative research] has become
more difficult in recent years. I note that some extremely useful introductory books to
qualitative research these days do not contain a definition that can be easily located” (p.
36). Yin (2011) agreed and claimed, “The diversity of what is called qualitative research,
because of its relevance to different disciplines and professions, challenges anyone to
arrive at a succinct definition” (p. 7). Therefore, instead of providing a singular
definition, Yin (2011) described five features of qualitative research as a method of
defining the research approach.
First, Yin (2011) explained that in qualitative research, the meanings that people
make of their experiences or their lives are the subject of the study. Secondly, the
experiences of the people, who are referred to as participants, are represented in the
study. Both of these features are present in this qualitative study that utilized narrative
inquire as the methodology. The methodology is discussed in an upcoming section of
this chapter.
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Another feature of qualitative research is that the context of the research is based
in the locations and conditions where the participants experience the phenomenon that is
being studied (Yin, 2011). The method for this study is case study which is also
described in more detail in an upcoming section of this chapter. Yin (2011) said that a
fourth feature of qualitative research is its ability to explain or provide insight into social
behaviors or concepts that are emerging in a society. The themes that emerge and answer
the research questions of this study serve as the explanation or insight regarding the
experiences of adult learners in an Executive MBA program.
The last feature of qualitative research is its use of multiple sources of evidence or
data such as interviews, observations, artifacts, or documents which are utilized to
triangulate the data in an effort to provide results that are trustworthy and credible (Yin,
2011). This study used multiple sources including interviews, observations, and
document reviews. The sources of data are discussed in greater detail later in this
chapter.
Paradigmatic assumptions. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) discussed the
philosophical nature of qualitative researchers and principles that they bring to their
research saying:
These principles combine beliefs about ontology (What kind of being is the
human being? What is the nature of reality?), epistemology (What is the
relationship between the inquirer and the known?), and methodology (How do we
know the world or gain knowledge from it?). These beliefs shape how the
qualitative research sees the world and acts in it. . . . The researcher’s
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epistemological, ontological, and methodological premises may be termed a
paradigm or interpretive framework. (p. 22)
Creswell (2007) said the “ontological issue relates to the nature of reality and its
characteristics” (p. 16) and asks the question “what is the nature of reality?” (p. 17).
Participants are likely to have different realities even when they are in the same context
or situations. As such, during the study an awareness and receptiveness to the probability
of multiple realities from the participants was maintained. As the participants’ shared
their experiences or realities through their individual interviews, the ontological
assumption was present.
Regarding epistemological assumptions of a researcher, Bhattacharya (2007) said,
“The selection of research purpose and questions is a direct reflection of your
epistemology because you have made a cognitive choice of these specific research
purpose and questions over many others” (p. 5). Yin (2011) used the terms “lens” and
“filter” to describe a researcher’s epistemological influence on the study. Qualitative
researchers are the research instrument in their studies. Therefore, it is critical for the
researcher to provide a description of their lens in their study (Bhattacharya, 2007;
Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2011). As an instrument of the research, the use of my “lens” as the
researcher served as an example the epistemological assumption in this study. My “lens”
is discussed in detail in the Subjectivity Statement later in this chapter.
The ontological and epistemological assumptions in the study resulted in the use
of a constructivist or interpretive framework. Constructivism and interpretivism utilize
broad, open-ended questions during participant interviews allowing the participants to
share what they do or experience in the research context. When using an interpretive
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approach, reality is defined by the participants’ meaning related to the experience (Guba
& Lincoln, 2005).
When using an interpretive approach, Bhattacharya (2007) said the researcher is
“interested in understanding [emphasis added] the participant’s perspectives through a
series of questions and answers designed to get a descripting account of the participant”
(p. 41). Because the researcher is an instrument of the research, they must “position
themselves in the research to acknowledge how interpretation flows from their own
personal, cultural, and historical experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21).

The use of the

participants’ perspectives reflected the ontological assumption and my interpretation of
their experiences as the researcher represented the epistemological assumption in the
study. Each of these paradigmatic assumptions guided the study as it explored adult
learners’ perspectives regarding their Executive MBA journey and how their experiences
contributed to the development of social and human capital.
Methodology. This study explored the perspectives of participants using a
methodological approach known as narrative inquiry. Studies that use narrative materials
such as life story interviews or a researcher’s observations are considered narrative
research (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). Yin (2011) said that narrative
inquiry “constructs a narrative rendition of the findings from a real-world setting and
participants, to accentuate a sense of ‘being there’” (p. 17). Narrative inquiry provides an
opportunity for research participants to also have a voice in the literature alongside that of
the researchers (Harnett & Bathmaker, 2010).
Chase (2005) said narrative inquiry is a methodology that is flourishing in the
social sciences. Yet, she believed the field of narrative inquiry is still developing as
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researchers compare various methodological approaches, historical traditions, and new
ideas, methods, and questions. Noting that narrative researchers often utilize very small
sample sizes, Chase said “a central question is how to treat the interviewee as a narrator,
both during interviews and while interpreting them” (p. 652). Describing the participant
in the study as the “narrator”, Chase suggested that narrative researchers should consider
moving away from the theme-oriented analysis often associated with qualitative research
and instead focus on the voices of the narrators that can be found within each narrative.
In addition, Chase (2005) pointed out that narrative inquiry leads to the
development of one of three forms of narrative:
1. A short topical story about a particular event and specific characters such as
an encounter with a friend, boss, or doctor;
2. An extended story about a significant aspect of one’s life such as schooling,
work, marriage, divorce, childbirth, an illness, a trauma or participation in a
war or social movement; or
3. A narrative of one’s entire life, from birth to the present. (p. 652)
Narrative in this study took the form of an extended story about the experiences of adult
learners in an Executive MBA program.
Method. Case study reports are not a representation of a universally applicable
situation or phenomena but rather a representation of the case itself or cases themselves.
Case studies are a choice of what is observed, investigated, or studied and not a
methodology (Stake, 2005). For the purposes of this research study, the case study was
considered the method although it may also be designated as a research strategy as
discussed by Yin (2003).
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Yin (2003) said “As a research strategy, the case study is used in many situations
to contribute to our knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political, and
related phenomena” (p. 1). Creswell (2007) also preferred “to view it as a methodology,
a type of design in qualitative research, or an object of study, as well as a product of the
inquiry” (p. 73). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) placed Stake’s (2005) Qualitative Case
Studies in a chapter called Strategies of Inquiry which appeared to align with Yin’s
(2003) position of case study as a research strategy. The use of case study as a research
strategy for this study was specifically intended to contribute to the understanding of the
experiences of adult learners who returned to higher education to pursue an Executive
MBA.
Creswell (2007) described three types of case studies: single instrumental case
studies, collective or multiple case studies, and intrinsic case studies. Single case studies
are focused on one case while collective or multiple case studies include several cases.
Stake (1995, 2005) explained the difference between an intrinsic and instrumental case
study. Intrinsic case studies focus on a particular case and a desire to learn about that
particular case and not some other broader problem or phenomenon. Instrumental case
studies, by contrast, do not attempt to understand a particular situation or phenomenon.
The purpose of an instrumental case study is to develop a better understanding of a
situation by studying or investigating a particular case. This study focused on a single
case seeking to better understand the experiences of adult learners who pursue a Master
degree, specifically the Executive MBA. Therefore, the method associated with this
study was a single instrumental case study (Creswell, 2007; Stake 1995, 2005).
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Research Setting
The site selected for this study was a public research university located in the
southeastern region of the United States. Using a pseudonym, the university was referred
to as “Southern Oak University” in this study to protect its identity. Since this study was
focused at one site, permission was granted by the institution prior to conducting
interviews and collecting data. The permission was not only obtained through approval
by the university’s Institutional Review Board, but also by seeking and gaining
permission from the Associate Dean and the Program Manager of the Executive MBA
program at Southern Oak University. Creswell (2007) and Yin (2011) considered these
individuals to be “gatekeepers”. The role of the gatekeepers in this study is discussed in
more detail in the participant section.
Southern Oak University was a public, research university located on 1,600 acres
in an urban area in the southeastern United States. With enrollment of over 22,000
students which included 4,112 graduate students at the time of the study, women
comprised 60% and men comprised 40% of the total student body. Full-time students
made up 67% of the student body. The school was accredited by the Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges to award bachelor's, first
professional, Master, educational specialist's, and doctoral degrees (Southern Oak
University, 2013b).
Participants who enrolled in a MBA program directly upon completion of a
bachelor’s degree or upon failure to secure suitable employment after completion of a
bachelor’s degree were not desired for this study. This study sought the perspectives,
experiences, and narratives of adult learners who brought several years of work
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experience to their academic pursuits. Therefore, “employees who study” versus
“students who work” (Kazis et al., 2007, p. 9) represented the type of participants who
were desired for this study. As such, an Executive MBA program provided the criteria
desired for this study.
The 2013 cohort in the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University
included 18 adult learners. The cohort was diverse and included nine Caucasians, five
African Americans, and four “Others” which may have included Asian or Hispanic
participants. The cohort was also reasonably balanced with eight female adult learners
and 10 male adult learners. The cohort had an average age of 39 years with an average of
17 years of work experience (Southern Oak University, 2013a).
Scheduled for graduation in December 2014, the 2014 cohort in the Executive
MBA program at Southern Oak University began with 17 adult learners. At the time of
the study, two adult learners had opted out of the program for undisclosed reasons.
Slightly less diverse than the 2013 cohort, this cohort included 11 Caucasians and only
four African Americans all of whom were male. Additionally, of the 15 learners in the
cohort, 10 were male. All five females in the cohort were Caucasian. The 2014 cohort
had an average age of 35.1 years with 14.5 years of work experience (EMBA Program
Manager, personal communication via email, November 14, 2014). The participants who
came from the 2013 and the 2014 cohort had an average age of 39.8 years and with
average of 17.3 years of work experience.
The criterion-based selection of participants was easily met given the average age
and years of work experience of the cohorts. In the case of the 2014 cohort, only one
participant who volunteered for the study was ineligible. That particular participant was
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only 27 years old and therefore did not meet the established age criteria for the study.
Also, the demographics of the two cohorts combined provided an adequate number of
potential participants to address the issue of sufficiency for the study. Sufficiency
ensures that individuals outside of the sample are able to relate to the experiences of the
participants in the study based on the range of the participants and the sites selected for
the study.
Participant Selection
Creswell (2007) said, “In a narrative study, the researcher reflects more on who to
sample” (p. 128) than what to sample. Participant selection in this study followed a
criterion-based approach to ensure a purposeful selection of candidates (Patton, 2002)
and for purposes of quality assurance (Creswell, 2007).

The desired criteria for

participant selection for this study were as follows: 1) 30 years old or greater at the time
of Master degree completion, 2) worked during their Master program participation,
and/or 3) had family responsibilities in the form of a spouse, significant other, and/or
children. Each participant was an adult learner who was self-supporting or living away
from parents and older than the adult learner described by Cross (1981), Kasworm
(2003a, 2003b), Lamdin (1992), and Quinnan (1997). In essence, the adult learner had a
primary role other than that of a student.
Since this was a single instrumental case study, participants were selected from a
single institution from two cohorts in the Executive MBA program. The number of
candidates participating in the study was bounded by the number of adult learners in
these two cohorts. The two cohorts of the 2013 and 2014 Executive MBA program at
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Southern Oak University included 33 adult learners. Ten participants from these cohorts
were selected for this study.
Noted earlier, the Associate Dean and the EMBA Program Manager were
considered gatekeepers to the potential participants in the study (Creswell, 2007; Yin,
2011). The Associate Dean was very inquisitive regarding the nature of the study and the
reasons why the Executive MBA program was chosen for the study over other MBA
programs. The Associate Dean and the EMBA Program Manager were apprehensive
regarding the requirement of at least 10 participants for the study. They felt that the time
required for interviews and data collection would discourage participation due to the
academic and professional workloads of the adult learners in the program. Once I
explained the purpose of the study and shared my experiences as an adult learner who
was also working full-time with family responsibilities, both the Associate Dean and the
EMBA Program Manager were more receptive to the study proceeding.
However, the Associate Dean of the Program remained protective of the 2014
cohort and was not initially willing to disclose the contact information of the adult
learners. The Associate Dean also felt the EMBA students would be more likely to
participate in the study if they were contacted first by the EMBA Program Manager.
Consequently, the first solicitation of candidates was initiated by the Manager via email.
I provided the language to include in the email to the Manager who then sent the email
solicitation to the 2013 and 2014 Executive MBA. My contact information was included
in the body of the solicitation. The email message that was sent to the 2013 EMBA
cohort can be found in Appendix B.
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Obtaining 10 participants to volunteer proved to be difficult; therefore, the EMBA
Program Manager sent multiple requests for participation in the study to the cohorts on
my behalf. The Manager was always supportive and willing to send multiple emails to
the cohorts requesting participation and shared in my excitement as more volunteers
came forward. Solicitation efforts are discussed in more detail later in this section.
Regarding the use of a gatekeeper, Yin (2011) said, “A fieldworker’s main access
appropriately comes from an official of the institution or leader of the network” yet
warned that “this manner of gaining access may result in others at the institution or in the
network believing that a research study represents the interests of the gatekeeper” (p.
115). Being sensitive to this concern, the EMBA Program Manager included the
following statement in the initial email solicitation to the cohorts:
This study is not something that the program sought out or helped to develop, as
he [the researcher] is working with his assigned faculty member on this project.
So, please feel free to be forthcoming in your responses, as all participants will be
identified as “anonymous” in the study. (EMBA Program Manager, personal
communication via email, February 26, 2014)
Seidman (2006) and Creswell (2007) said the selection of candidates should
represent variation in the characteristics of race and gender if possible which is known as
maximum variation sampling. Since this study was limited to a single institution, efforts
to include variation in participant characteristics were limited by the demographics of the
two cohorts. Diversity in the participant pool was available. However, because
participants were volunteers, a perfect balance of diversity was unobtainable. The study
was successful in yielding 10 participants who are discussed in more detail in the
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following section. The participant pool included three of the five females and five of the
10 males in the 2014 cohort. Of the four African Americans in the 2014 cohort, two
volunteered to participate. One African American volunteers could not participate in the
study because he did not meet the age criteria. Of the two participants from the 2013
cohort, one was a Caucasian male and the other was an African American female.
The rights of the participant were thoroughly described and reviewed in the
Consent to Participate form that each participant received, read, and signed prior to
participation in the study (refer to Appendix C). All participants received $10 Starbucks
gift card as a “thank you” for completing the initial interview. Participants who also
provided feedback on the transcript of their interview and shared their thoughts, feelings,
or observations after the interview via the communication means of their choice – such as
journaling, email, or text messages – were offered a $25 gift card as a “thank you” when
the study was completed.
The Participants
The participants in this study included three Caucasian females, one African
American female, five Caucasian males, and one African American male. As shared
earlier, the 2013 cohort was more diverse in terms of race and sex; however, only two
volunteers from that cohort participated in the study. However, it may be noteworthy that
the first two volunteers for the study were from the recently graduated 2013 cohort. The
remaining eight participants in the study came from the 2014 cohort.
The participants in the study ranged from 31 years old to 49 years old with an
average age of 39.8 years. The number of children per participant ranged from zero to
four with an average of 1.5 children per participant. Participants’ work experience
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ranged from 10 years to 27 with an average of 17.3 years of experience. Of the 10
participants, seven were married, one was divorced, and only two were single. All seven
married participants also had children while the divorced and single participants had no
children. A brief description of each of the 10 participants who volunteered for the study
is provided in Chapter 4 Experiences of the Participants.
Data Collection
As discussed earlier, one of the characteristics of qualitative research is the use of
multiple sources of data (Yin, 2011). Stake (1995) said, “When we speak of methods in
case study, we are again speaking principally of observation, interview and document
review” (p. 114). This study utilized each of these methods of data collection. A
discussion of how each method was employed in the study follows.
Individual interviews.

Seidman (2006) said in a qualitative study where

interviews serve as the method of data collection, “we recognize and affirm the role of
the instrument, the human interviewer” (p. 23) and the resulting intelligence, flexibility
and adaptability of the interviewer to adapt and adjust to situations and opportunities in
the interview process. Chase (2005) said narrative researchers “whose studies are based
on in-depth interviews aim specifically at transforming the interviewer-interviewee
relationships into one of narrator and listener” (p. 660). So, the interviews utilized broad,
open-ended questions to encourage the participant to become the narrator of their
experiences as I became the listener.
Seidman (2006) recommended an intensive three-interview process that delves
into the context of a participant’s situation in the initial interview. The second interview
reconstructs the participant’s experience with the phenomenon. And the third interview
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allows the participant to reflect on their experiences. In Seidman’s approach, each
interview lasts approximately 90 minutes. Due to respect for the participants’ time,
Seidman’s approach was condensed into a single, 60 to 90 minute interview.
Some may question if the participant can truly share their story in a single, 60 to
90 minute interview. From this perspective, consider that Atkinson (2007) said that in a
life story interview [italics added for emphasis] “much can be learned about the person’s
life in a two- or three-part interview that extends over 3 hours” (p. 237). Since this
research focused on a significant event in the participant’s life and not their life story, a
single 60 to 90 minute interview was adequate to obtain a rich narrative.
The first portion of the interview focused on the context of the participant’s
experience the Executive MBA program. This portion was framed by the question,
“How did you come to your Executive MBA study?” The goal was to determine as much
as possible about the context of the participant’s life prior to their participation in the
Executive MBA program. Seidman (2006) said it is important to use the word “how”
versus “why” to encourage the participant to “reconstruct and narrate a range of
constitutive events in the past family, school, and work experience that place their
participation” in the phenomenon they are experiencing (p. 17).
The purpose of the second portion of the interview was to allow the participant to
reconstruct the details of their experience. This portion of the interview was framed by
the question, “What is it like for you as an adult learner pursuing an Executive MBA?”
In this phase of the interview, the goal was to learn as much as possible about the
participant’s experiences in the Executive MBA program.
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The final portion of the interview was intended to allow the participants to reflect
on their experiences in the Executive MBA program. This reflection included the
potential effects of the program on their personal and professional lives. This portion of
the interview was framed by the question, “How do you think the program has affected
you now and how do you think it will affect you in the future?”
When considering sufficiency and saturation of data, sufficiency asks the
question, “Are there sufficient numbers to reflect the range of participants and sites that
make up the population so that others outside the sample might have a chance to connect
with the experiences of those in it?” (Seidman, 2006, p. 55). Because this study was a
single instrumental case study, sufficiency was limited to the case. Case study reports are
intended to represent the case and not to provide a representation of a universally
applicable situation or phenomena (Stake, 2005).
Saturation is the point when there are no new themes or data emerging from the
data collection (Bhattacharya, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Seidman, 2006). Because of the
narrative inquiry approach that focused on the participant’s narration of their experiences
in the Executive MBA program, saturation was a function of the participant’s willingness
to share. Using open-ended interview questions, the participant was encouraged to take
the role of the narrator as suggested by Chase (2005). In addition, each interview ended
with a question such as, “Are there any topics regarding your experience that we have not
discussed that you would like to share with me now?” This final question resulted in 388
additional lines of interview transcript data for analysis. Using this approach, the
participant was the one who determined when their story was “saturated.”
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After participants were obtained, interviews and non-participant observations
were conducted at Southern Oak University when possible. Interviews typically occurred
immediately before class in an Executive MBA classroom which was more convenient
and logistically friendly for the participants. Because reconstruction is based largely on
memory, conducting the interviews in the environment of the adult learners’ experiences
assisted in the participants’ ability to recall (Seidman, 2006). Interviewing in the
environment where the participant’s experience occurred helped to “avoid many of the
impediments to memory that abound” (Seidman, 2006, p. 88). The EMBA Program
Manager facilitated this process by securing EMBA classrooms for the participant
interviews.
Seven of 10 interviews were conducted in an EMBA classroom on campus. Two
interviews were conducted off campus for the convenience of the participants. The first
off campus interview was conducted in the coffee shop area of a local bookstore. It was
very quiet with little to no visual or audible distractions. The second off campus
interview took place after lunch in a local sandwich shop that had a “quiet room”
available. Yet distractions were present, specifically a gentleman who was on a
conference call who felt the need to talk loudly enough for both the participant and me to
clearly hear his entire conversation. Fortunately, I had two recording devices activated.
In order to complete that participant’s transcript, I had to use both recordings. The third
interview that was not conducted in an EMBA classroom was conducted in the
participant’s on-campus office. Interviewing in the participant’s office proved to be very
challenging considering the phone, physical interruptions, and the participant’s access to
his computer and email.
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Interviews were recorded using two digital voice recorders. The reason for two
recorders was to allow for a backup in the event of a malfunction. In addition to the
instance where background noise in the local sandwich shop intruded, on two occasions
the primary recording device had poor audio quality due to background noise from the air
conditioning system. While the interviews were audible, it took extra time to listen and
accurately transcribe those two interviews.
I transcribed the interviews as soon as possible following the completion of the
interview. The transcriptions yielded 136 single-space pages of materials with 5,048
lines and 14,486 total words. The initial transcriptions were provided to each participant
for their review and approval. This is referred to as member checking and is discussed in
more detail shortly. In addition, the participants and I conversed via email and text
messages as needed to address follow up questions or to clarify statements from the
interviews or observations.
Non-Participant Observations. Stake (1995) said that in qualitative case study
research, it is critical for the researcher to maintain a good record of the observation “to
provide a relatively incontestable description for further analysis and ultimate reporting”
(p. 62). Yin (2011) considered observations to be a form of primary data collected by the
researcher. Observations in this study occurred in two settings: the interview and before,
during, and after the participant’s class time.
Observations during the interview process were utilized to assist the development
of rich, thick descriptions. Gestures and inflections of voice of the participants were
noted as the participants narrated their story. Yin (2011) said it is important to capture
nonverbal portions of the conversation which could include facial expressions, pauses, or
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tone of voice. However, many of these observations were noted immediately after the
interview using a voice recorder or written notes instead of during the interview to
minimize distractions for the participants.
As a gatekeeper, the EMBA Program Manager also obtained clearance for me to
attend two EMBA class sessions for the non-participant observations. The Manager
contacted the faculty who were facilitating the classes to let them know I would be
attending as a non-participant observer. I found the faculty to be very receptive to my
observation of their classes. In order to get a feel for how the adult learners experienced
the program after work during the week and on the weekends, I attended a Thursday
evening session and an all-day Saturday session. This provided a unique opportunity to
compare and contrast energy and participation levels in the class.
With guidance from Yin (2011), I developed a Non-Participant Observation
Guide which is included as Appendix E. The guide was developed for class time
observations to allow for the capture and description of the spatial arrangement,
environmental conditions, participant activity and interactions. Observations of
participant interaction and engagement around class time were collected. During these
observations, I was a non-participant observer. Observations began immediately before
class, continued during class and breaks, and immediately following class. A layout of
the classroom was constructed that included placement of the participants, other adult
learners, the faculty member, and myself. The classroom environment was captured in
detail to provide enough information to interpret the setting. Similar to the personal
interviews, observations of facial expression, body language, and tone of the participants
were observed and noted.
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Document review. Documents can include many things such as a researcher’s
journal or email from participants (Creswell, 2007). This study utilized multiple sources
for the document review. The documents included my follow up emails and text
messages with the participants. Documents also included materials from the Executive
MBA program such as the program web site and program marketing materials. The
review of materials for the Executive MBA program was conducted in an effort to seek
information and data regarding the program and its intended effect on the adult learners.
Data Analysis
Yin’s Five-Phase Cycle. The data analysis process utilized for this study was
Yin’s (2011) Five-Phased Cycle. Phases in this data analysis process include compiling,
disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. While these phases are
presented in a linear fashion, the relationships between the phases are two-way in nature.
Therefore, phases may be repeated as needed and determined by the researcher. In
addition, the researcher may also return to a prior phase to repeat the process. Each of
these phases are explained next.
Yin’s (2011) first phase is referred to as compiling. In this phase, the data is
organized in some order as determined by the researcher. Orderly data results in a
stronger analysis. The purpose of compiling is to provide organization of the data prior
to detailed analysis. It can be compared to organizing your work area prior to beginning
the next job or task.
The second phase of Yin’s (2011) five-phased cycle is disassembling. In this
phase, data is broken down into smaller fragments. This is similar to Seidman’s (2006)
approach to data analysis where significant passages in the transcript are identified by the
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researcher. Codes or labels may or may not be applied at this time. Also, Yin (2011)
says this phase may involve several iterations in a trial and error manner. The researcher
may also return to the compilation phase and repeat the disassembly process.
Once disassembly has been completed, the reassembling phase is conducted.
This represents the third phase of the cycle. Significant passages and phrases from the
disassembly phase are reassembled during reassembly. The data may be reassembled in
various forms inclusive of lists, tables, or graphics. Similar to the disassembly phase, the
reassembly phase may be repeated in a trial and error basis as the researcher creates
different groupings or arrangements of the data.
The fourth phase is interpreting. In this phase, the researcher creates a new
narrative from the reassembled data. This phase strives for the development of a
comprehensive interpretation which is complete, fair, and empirically accurate while
adding value and proving credible. Yin (2011) recommended meeting as many of these
attributes as possible during the interpretation phase. This phase is also subject to
iteration by the researcher. The researcher may want to return to an earlier phase to
reconstruct and repeat the process.
Concluding is the last phase of Yin’s (2011) data analysis. Yin said conclusions
can include: 1) calling for new research, 2) challenging conventional generalizations and
social stereotypes, 3) concluding with new concepts or theories or even discoveries about
human social behavior, 4) concluding by making substantive (not Methodological)
propositions, and 5) concluding by generalizing to a broader set of situations. Yin (2011)
proposed using combinations of these or making up your own.
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At any phase in this data analysis process, the researcher may evaluate and want
to go back through the compilation, disassembly, reassembly, interpretation, and/or
concluding phases again. This data analysis process is not linear in nature. The five
phases have recursive and iterative relationships. Because of the recursive and iterative
nature of this process, it is likely that the data analysis process will take several weeks or
even months to complete (Yin, 2011).
Execution of the Five-Phase Cycle. The compilation phase for this study
included the organization of the data from the transcribed interviews, non-participant
observations, and document review for each participant. The data were organized by
these categories in a 3”, 3-ring notebook. Building the notebook was extremely helpful
in organizing the data for analysis. The disassembly phase began after completion of the
compilation of data.
The disassembly phase included the identification of significant statements in the
transcripts, observations, and document reviews without coding or applying themes to
them. Statements were considered significant if they related to the available literature,
were critical to a participant’s narrative, or were deemed interesting by the researcher.
Significant statements were manually highlighted and annotated in the data that were
contained in the notebook.
A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was utilized for the reassembly and organization
of the significant statements identified in the notebook during the disassembly phase.
The significant statements identified during the disassembly phase were organized in the
spreadsheet by research question, interview question, participant, and data source such as
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interview, observation, or document review. The use of the spreadsheet allowed for
multiple trial and error approaches during the reassembly phase.
Once the significant statements were put into the spreadsheet, the statements were
filtered by participant and interview question. The filter function in the spreadsheet
allowed each participant’s significant statements to be viewed independently from other
participants. This was helpful in the development of each participant’s narrative as they
shared their experiences in the Executive MBA program. The completion of the
participants’ narratives represented the end of the reassembly phase. The reassembled
narratives can be found in Chapter 4 Experiences of the Participants.
Following the reassembly phase that yielded the narratives of the participants’
experiences in the Executive MBA program, the disassembly phase was repeated. The
purpose of repeating the disassembly phase at this point was to identify significant
statements or observations from each individual participant’s narrative of their
experience. Using color-coded Post-It Notes, the significant statements or observations
were coded, written on the Post-It Notes, and placed on a wall for further analysis. Once
all of the codes were completed and placed on the wall, the second round of reassembly
began.
The use of Post-It Notes facilitated easy arrangement and rearrangement of codes
as they were organized into categories during the second reassembly phase of the data
analysis. Categories were assembled, reassembled, and arranged multiple times on a trial
and error basis. The arrangement, rearrangement, assembly, and reassembly of codes and
categories represented the completion of the second reassembly phase. The final
arrangement of the categories were then analyzed for the emergence of themes.
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The emergence of themes represented the interpretation phase of the data analysis
process. During this phase, themes were developed, questioned, and redeveloped.
Advice from my dissertation committee members regarding the development of the
themes was beneficial during this phase. I reviewed the themes that emerged during the
interpretation phase with my committee chair. His perspectives and guidance were very
helpful as I finalized the themes from the study. The themes that emerged from the
interpretation phase are shared in Chapter 5 Findings.
During the concluding phase, themes that emerged during the interpretation phase
were analyzed and compared to the research questions. The analysis and comparisons
were discussed and reviewed with my committee chair to ensure that the themes
adequately addressed the research questions. After the applicability of the themes to the
research questions were confirmed, conclusions from the study were addressed.
Conclusions included a discussion of the research questions, potential implications for
Executive MBA programs and adult learners who may be considering pursuing Executive
MBA programs, and recommendations for future research. The concluding phase of this
study is represented by Chapter 6 Conclusions. A diagram that describes the execution of
Yin’s (2011) five-phased cycle can be found in Appendix F – Data Analysis Process.
Method of Representation
Lieblich et al. (1998) said, “We know or discover ourselves, and reveal ourselves
to others, by the stories we tell” (p. 7). Qualitative studies that utilize narrative inquiry
are focused on the human perspective or experience (Rossiter, 1999). It is important to
remember that individuals who share their experiences in narrative inquiry are the
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storytellers. And as in all stories or narratives, interpretation is unavoidable (Riessman,
1993).
Because narrative inquiry methods focus on the story of the participant, this case
study was presented from the perspectives of the participants. In narrative studies, the
participant is viewed as a narrator just as the researcher, through their interpretation,
fulfills the role of narrator (Chase, 2005). Thus, narrative inquiry lends itself to the
interpretive framework discussed earlier. Harnett and Bathmaker (2010) claimed that
“narratives are collaborative constructions, and involve different participants in their
construction” (p. 3) which includes the participant, the researcher, and the reader.
The narratives in this study were constructions that were built from the
interpretations of the participants and the researcher. The participants interpreted and
shared their experiences in the Executive MBA experience with the researcher. As the
researcher, I interpreted the words, tone, and body language of the participants as I
developed the narratives of the participants’ experiences in the Executive MBA program.
Ultimately the reader of the narrative will have their own interpretation of the
experiences as well (Harnett & Bathmaker, 2010).
Narratives can take one of two forms. The first is a descriptive form that is
utilized to narrate or describe an experience that a participant is experiencing or already
possesses. The second form of narrative inquiry is an explanatory form that seeks to
explain why an event happened. This study utilized the descriptive form because of its
ability to “produce an accurate description of the interpretive narrative accounts
individuals or groups use to make sequences of events in their lives or organizations
meaningful” (Polkinghorne, 1988, pp. 161-162). A descriptive narrative does not attempt
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to create a new narrative but rather to present existing narratives in an effort better
understand events of the past and the potential outcomes of future actions (Polkinghorne,
1988). In this study, the narratives of the participants’ experiences in the Executive
MBA program served as the descriptive form. These are shared in Chapter 4 Experiences
of the Participants.
Trustworthiness
Stake (1995) noted that while case study research deals with phenomenon that is
complex and may not yield a consensus regarding what exists or its meaning, qualitative
researchers are still obligated to attempt to minimize misunderstanding and avoid
misrepresentation. To minimize misunderstanding and misrepresentations, Stake (1995)
thoroughly discussed the use of triangulation and member checking. Both were used in
this study. Triangulation and member checking are discussed in more detail below.
Triangulation. The “use of multiple and different sources, methods,
investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence” (Creswell, 2007, p.208) is
referred to as triangulation. However, Seidman (2006) said “What are needed are not
formulaic approaches to enhancing either validity or trustworthiness but understanding of
and respect for the issues that underlie those terms” (p.26). While Seidman discouraged
the use of triangulation as a mechanical means of establishing validity in a qualitative
study, Stake (1995) encouraged triangulation of data saying, “We assume the meaning of
an observation is one thing, but additional observations give us grounds for revising our
interpretation” (p. 110).
Yin (2003) also encouraged triangulation of the data as a means of enhancing
trustworthiness but warned that the use of multiple sources of data does not necessarily
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equate to triangulation. Yin said triangulation occurs when multiple sources of data
confirm or support the finding, fact, or event. In contrast, a comparison of findings from
the different sources of data is simply a comparison of findings and not triangulation.
This study utilized data collection processes of individual interviews followed by
the member checking process, participant observation, and document review. Each data
collection method focused on the perspective of the participants since it is the
experiences of the participants that are sought in this study. These three methods of data
collection served as a means of attempting triangulation of the data collected.
Member checking. After each interview or observation draft was completed, a
technique known as “member checking” was utilized to help ensure understanding and
integrity of the data. Member checking is the process of ensuring that the participant is
properly heard by the researcher and to ensure understanding of the meanings of the
participant’s comments or actions (Bhattacharya, 2007). Creswell (2007) said this
“involves taking data, analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants
so that they can judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” (p. 208). The
researcher’s reactions, interpretations, or analysis should be held until the participant has
read and approved the draft provided by the researcher (Atkinson, 2007).
Yin (2011) warned that “having participants provide feedback about your work
can go smoothly but also can create unforeseen obstacles” (p. 97). Stake (1995) shared
Yin’s concerns regarding member checking and said, “Occasionally, an actor
[participant] finds the account objectionable” (p. 115). Stake (1995) shared an example
of one of his studies where one of the participants objected to the use of their interview
transcript. This caused Stake (1995) to rewrite some of his observations and he
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ultimately portrayed the entire case study anonymously. Reflecting on his experiences
with member checking, Stake (1995) sighed that he usually gets very little feedback from
the participants and often his drafts of interviews or observations are not even
acknowledged by the participants. Yet, Stake (1995) still believed that member checking
is a worthwhile process and claimed that his case study reports have been positively
affected by the process.
In this study, after the interviews were transcribed, each participant was provided
a copy of their respective interview transcript for review. Participants were encouraged
to clarify comments or insert additional thoughts, if needed, to ensure their point of view
was accurately reflected. Six of the participants completed their member checks. Only
one of the six participants who completed their transcript significantly altered their
transcript.
The four participants who did not complete their member checks were contacted
multiple times via email to encourage participation and to determine if they desired any
changes or alterations. Similar to Stake (1995), I found it disappointing to not receive
member checks from each participant. However, since the participants were all
“employees who study”, I anticipated that all of the participants would not complete their
member checks as desired. Stake’s (1995) reflections prepared me for the probability of
this occurrence.
Ethical and Political Considerations
Creswell (2007) discussed the importance of ethics saying, “Throughout all
phases of the research process we are sensitive to ethical considerations” (p. 44).
Bhattacharya (2007) said “there are often multiple ethical crossroads that a researcher
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faces when conducting qualitative research” (p. 78). Anonymity was assured to the
participants. Each participant, as well as the institution of higher education where
participants are enrolled, was given a pseudonym to provide anonymity.
Related to political considerations, Quinnan (1997) colorfully discussed the
political issues associated with adult learners in higher education. He said, “Dissent is
difficult for the academy to digest when it occurs outside the closed precincts of faculty
meetings or administrative retreats. . . . When challenged in quarters outside these
venues, tolerance quickly evaporates” (pp. 39-40).
The narrative approach embraced by this study was aimed at sharing the
experiences of the participants and not the perspectives of the academy regarding adult
learners’ Executive MBA experiences. This approach focused on hearing and sharing the
voices of these adult learners. In order to continuously improve Executive MBA
programs, the academy should be open to feedback that could may be initially perceived
as negative. Negative comments or perspectives from the participants should not be
simply dismissed as “bad attitudes” but rather opportunities for improvement or a deeper
understanding of the needs and expectations of adult learners. As such, data that may be
perceived as negative towards fellow classmates, the Executive MBA program, or the
university were not omitted nor glossed over in this study.
Thus, at the onset of this study, it was understood that the perspectives of the
participants may not align with the perspectives of the academy. Obviously, this could
cause difficulties for both the participants and the researcher. Therefore, participant
anonymity was of the utmost importance. However, as the researcher, I am not
anonymous. Regardless, I maintained my fortitude in sharing the voices of these adult
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learners even at the risk of pushback from the academy. As Quinnan (1997) lamented, it
is possible that the feedback from participants in this study could “rock the boat” in the
“intellectual Eden that conservative quarters in the university still fight to preserve” (p.
40). My hope is that the findings of this study will provide opportunities for
improvement to the program while also highlighting positive features of the program that
need to be continued or built upon.
Subjectivity Statement
As an instrument of the study, the researcher brings his/her own lens to their
interpretation of the story told by the participant. Yin (2011) elaborated saying that we
“cannot ignore the fact that the participants’ meanings, if studied and reported by a
researcher, also unavoidably subsume a second set of meanings of the same events –
those of the researcher” (p. 11). Yin (2011) advised researchers to acknowledge that
multiple interpretations of the same event are entirely possible while being aware of the
risk of “inadvertently imposing her or his own interpretation onto a participant’s
interpretation” (p. 12). Seidman (2006) warned of this when he said:
If, in fact, interviewers are so intimately connected to the subject of inquiry that
they really do not feel perplexed, and what they are really hoping to do is
corroborate their own experience, they will not have enough distance from the
subject to interview effectively. The questions will not be real; that is, they will
not be questions to which the interviewers do not already have the answers. (p.
32)
Creswell (2007) said the researcher must acknowledge his own experiences which
may relate to the phenomenon during the data collection and data analysis phases. This
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acknowledgement is referred to as bracketing. This acknowledgment is followed by an
attempt to set those experiences and perspectives aside as the researcher attempts to study
the subject with a fresh perspective (Creswell, 2007). To describe how I bracketed my
experiences regarding the experiences of adult learners who pursue the Master degree, I
must describe my graduate school experience and acknowledge my perspectives of the
Master degree.
My experience as an adult learner pursuing a Master degree in operations
management is very dated. At the time of this study, I had completed my Master degree
over 22 years prior. I completed my studies after getting married but well before having
children. Although my undergraduate degree was in manufacturing engineering
technology, I pursued a Master degree in operations management. The pursuit of my
degree was driven by the desire for a change of career direction in the longer term.
Several of my coworkers had already completed their Master degree or were in
the process of pursuing a Master degree. For some, I could the see the effect of their
Master degree on their thinking, abilities, and/or interaction skills. For other coworkers,
it simply appeared to me that they had obtained a credential. From my perspective, it
seemed like they had gone through a Master program with the intent of “checking the
box” as one of the participants in this study declared.
Of greater concern to me was the fact that many more of my coworkers chose to
avoid graduate school. This was in spite of employer support in the form of tuition
reimbursement. Many of these coworkers, including several who reported to me directly,
demonstrated no interest in pursuing the Master degree. This was always concerning and
perplexing to me. Given the availability of Master programs that are structured for adult
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learners (e.g., online, evening courses, etc.), why would my coworkers or direct reports
not pursue a Master degree? Finances were not a major barrier because the costs of a
Master program would be reimbursed fully by the company.
These experiences and perspectives led me to this study. One of my former
bosses once told me, “Every dime has two sides.” From this perspective, instead of
trying to understand why otherwise capable professionals who had access to Master
degree programs and corporate funding did not pursue the Master, I decided to approach
the question from the other side of the dime. I decided to seek the experiences of adults
who chose to pursue the Master degree. I was hopeful that the findings of my research
could be utilized to encourage more of my coworkers to pursue their Master degree.
Perhaps down the road, I will be able to conduct a study seeking the perspectives of
adults who have ample opportunity to pursue a Master degree but choose not to pursue
one. It would be interesting to compare the results of that research with the findings in
this study.
Summary
This chapter described the method of research associated with my study. I briefly
described the theoretical framework that guided the study and the research design. The
research setting, participant selection, data collection and analysis, and method of
representation were presented and represent the process in which the study was
conducted. Steps to ensure trustworthiness of the data was presented and ethical and
political considerations related to the study were discussed. I shared my experiences and
perspective that could affect the study in the subjectivity statement. The chapter
concluded with this short summary.
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Chapter 4
The Experiences of the Participants
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of adult learners who
have returned to higher education to pursue an Executive Master of Business
Administration degree. This study explored their journey and how they believe
attainment of this degree has or will affect them personally or professionally. To
understand their experiences, this case study utilized narrative inquiry to seek the
participants’ perspectives on the following research questions:
1. What experiences lead adult learners to participation in an Executive
Master of Business Administration program?
2. How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program?
3. In what ways do adult learners experiences in an Executive Master of
Business Administration program influence their lives?
In this chapter, the narratives of the individual participant journeys from the 2013
and 2014 cohorts of the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University are shared.
All participants were assigned a pseudonym for the purposes of anonymity. The
narratives of their experiences were written from the data collection methods that
included individual interviews, non-participant observations, and document reviews.
The individual interviews yielded 516 significant statements from the participants.
Approximately 12 hours of nonparticipant observation, which included a Thursday
evening class and an all-day Saturday class, generated 42 significant observations.
Electronic communications, such as participant texts and emails, produced 16 significant
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statements. And finally, an artifact review of the program’s marketing materials
generated 12 significant statements. These statements were used to develop each
participant’s narrative of their experiences in the Executive MBA program at Southern
Oak University.
A description of the university and the Executive MBA program is provided prior
to sharing the participant’s narratives. The university was treated with confidentiality;
hence, the use of the name “Southern Oak University”. In addition, a brief description of
the demographics of the participants in the study is provided in this chapter. This is
necessary to set the context of the case study.
Since the methodology associated with this case study was narrative inquiry,
interpretations or assertions were from the perspective of the participants (Creswell,
2007; Yin, 2011). The experiences of the participants are presented as a narrative where
the participants serve as the primary narrator. The narratives include their experiences
before the Executive MBA program and during the Executive MBA program. Each
participant’s narrative concludes with their reflections regarding the anticipated journey
after completion of the Executive MBA program. The chapter closes with a brief
summary.
Southern Oak University and the Executive MBA Program
Southern Oak University was a public, research university located on 1,600 acres
in an urban area in the southeastern United States. With enrollment of over 22,000
students, which includes 4,112 graduate students, women comprised 60% and men
comprised 40% of the total student population. Full-time students made up 67% of the
student body. The school was accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and
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Schools Commission on Colleges to award bachelor, first professional, Master,
educational specialist, and doctoral degrees (Southern Oak University, 2013b).
The Executive MBA at Southern Oak University is set up as a 17-month, fall-tofall program. For professionals who must have at least five years of managerial
experience in their profession, the program focused on the development of strategic
decision-making and leadership skills. The program was “specifically tailored for
experienced managers and professionals who want to broaden their business knowledge
while continuing their career tracks” (Southern Oak University, 2014).
The Participants
The participants for this case study were from the 2013 and 2014 cohorts in the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University. Ten participants volunteered for
the study. The volunteer pool included seven males and three females with eight
Caucasians and two African-Americans. The family profile included seven married, one
divorced, and two single participants with an average of 1.5 children at home ranging
from zero to four children at home. The participants had an average of 17.3 years of
work experience ranging from 10 to 27 years.
Prior to sharing the themes that emerged from this study in Chapter 5 Findings,
each participant’s experiences are shared in this chapter. The participants’ experiences
are told chronologically as they shared the experiences that led them to enter the
Executive MBA program, their experiences during the Executive MBA program and their
reflections on how they believe their experiences in the program have affected them or
will affect them in the future.
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Michael’s Experience. A graduate of the 2013 EMBA cohort, Michael was a 13year, United States Army veteran who served in Afghanistan and Iraq as an officer.
Married with three children at home, Michael is a 38-year-old male Caucasian.
Michael’s undergraduate studies began at the University of Wyoming where he
said he felt more like a number than a student. Describing one particular instance,
Michael shared:
I go to pay my room and board bill and I’d be standing in a line of 200 people.
There’s like this bank counter and these lines of people and there’s hundreds of us
standing there. And they’re like, “Next! Social.” I’d tell them my social and
they’d say, “That’s $5,287.60” and I’d write the check on my little Bugs Bunny
checks, hand them five grand, and it was “Next!” And I was like, “What the hell
am I doing here?”
Michael recalled a conversation with his uncle while they were driving around on
his grandparents’ ranch. His uncle advised, “Don’t let college get in the way of your
education.” Michael later reflected on this statement and decided to transfer to a smaller,
private, liberal arts university located in Nebraska. At this school, Michael found the
type of environment he was looking for in his undergraduate experience:
I went from being a social security number to - when I walked into the
Admissions Office - it was like, “Hey Michael how are you?” Or when I went into
the Registrar or something like that, “Hey Michael! How’s it going today?” You
know, “What can we do for you?”
Michael embarked upon his career as a United States Army officer after he
graduated from the liberal arts university in Nebraska. As he served in Afghanistan and
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Iraq, Michael realized that in order to advance his career in the Army, he needed to
complete his Master degree. Michael complained, “Some jackass figured out that if he
went and got a Master degree that it became a differentiator. . . . It was an unwritten rule
that you had to have your Master degree.” Yet, as much as he wanted to pursue his
Master to mitigate the “up or out” phenomenon in the Army, Michael could not secure
approval to pursue his Master degree:
I kept continually doing these jobs and when it came time for me, career wise, to
take a step, to take a knee if you will, and actually go and get some education, it
was “Well, uh, no. The Army doesn’t have to send you to do that.” You need a
Master degree in order to get promoted, but you’re going to have to do it on your
own time. But my own time amounted to, you know [laughing], go to work at 6
to run and do the exercise and all of that stuff. Sometimes I’d be home at
midnight and I’m like, “Ok. Where’s my own time in that?”
Michael received a recommendation letter to attend graduate school from General
Patraeus. Michael included that recommendation in his “packet” to “take a knee” and
pursue his Master degree. Unfortunately, his packet crossed the desk of a colonel who
did not think it is in the Army’s best interest for Michael to “take a knee” to pursue
graduate education. Michael later learned that the colonel never submitted his packet.
After having multiple requests to pursue graduate school rejected while he served in the
Army, Michael had finally to hit his limit. Michael resigned his position and moved back
into civilian life.
Although Michael’s motivation to pursue a Master degree while in the Army was
primarily for career advancement, once back in the civilian world he found a higher
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purpose for pursuing a graduate degree. With a desire to serve as a role model for his
two young daughters Michael explained, “Matriculating while they were in elementary
and middle school also gave me an opportunity to directly model behavior that I expect
of them with respect to education.” So he began the process of applying for the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University. Yet, Michael had his doubts.
I actually felt like I was underqualified for the program you know? I was like, I
don’t know if my GMAT is high enough. I don’t know if this letter of
recommendation from General Patraeus to be in an executive-level program is
going to be good enough. I was like man, I just don’t know if I’ve got it.
Michael’s doubts proved to be unfounded as he was accepted into the program.
In a relieved tone, Michael shared how he felt when he found out that he was
accepted into the program. “All of those emotions, all of that self-doubt about maybe I’m
not qualified and all of that stuff went away.” Yet after coming into the program he
discovers that most of his cohort did not take the GMAT for entry. Reflecting upon that
discovery, Michael lamented, “In spite of having taken the GMAT, I would not have had
to in order to get into the EMBA program, which is disappointing.” Explaining his
disappointment further, Michael vented, “I wish that the rest of the class would have had
to take the GMAT because it may have weeded out the marginally and wholly
unqualified people I am [and] was embarrassed to call classmates.”
The disappointment in the quality of some of his classmates was driven by his
desire to be part of a special group. Michael wanted to be part of a special group when he
joined the Army and again when he considered the Executive MBA program. He shared,
“I have been searching for, all my life, wanting to join this group, this group that I have
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idealized in my head.” After becoming part of the Executive MBA program, Michael
observed, “I looked around the classroom. . . . I didn’t join the group that I thought I was
going to join.” Thinking he was part of a special group when he was accepted into the
program, Michael was frustrated at the lack of commitment of some of his teammates:
One of my huge pet peeves is when people say, “I didn’t have time. I didn’t have
time to get that done.” I’m like, No, you absolutely had enough time to get it
done. You chose [emphasized] not to get it done because you prioritized
something else higher.
Continuing to elaborate on his disappointment with his classmates, Michael grumbled:
There was one person in the class that was [deliberate pause] a cancer. . . . She
just made, she just made everything miserable. Just everything. And she is pretty
high level at [a local Fortune 500 corporation]. I was like, “Really? What? How
did she get through life? And how did she? And why? [Frustration showing in
body language, Michael pauses to collect himself] I don’t want to be associated
with her.”
He also complained that “there were a couple of people who were very young with no
experience.” Michael also shared his dissatisfaction with some of his classmates’ lack of
preparedness for classes. He complained that there was, “One girl who was just, she just
wasn’t, [struggling for words] she just wasn’t smart enough to do it [the program]. She
absolutely couldn’t handle the rigors. And it wasn’t particularly difficult stuff. . . . She
just couldn’t handle it.”
Michael acknowledged that his professors were “very good in their own right in
their area.” But he followed that statement with “sometimes because they had so many
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competing interests, they didn’t – some of them – didn’t put a whole lot of effort into
teaching the class itself.” He pondered, “Are they [the professors] making more sure that
their students learn? Or are they more interested in getting published?” His frustration
appeared to escalate as he continued:
At one point I was so disgusted with what the professors and what we were doing
that I [smiling as he's talking] was going to get one of those big bowls that the
[hotel] uses across the street, those big plastic bowls that they put popcorn in, and
I was going to [laughing now as he's talking], I was going to come in with a stack
of $20 bills. $2,000 in $20 bills. And every five minutes, throw one in there.
And of course they would’ve said, “What are you doing?” [And Michael would
reply] “Nothing.” And just sit there and throw one in every five minutes. Throw
a $20 bill in there. And at the end of the day, walk up to the professor and say,
“This is my share. This is what it cost me to be here.” . . . I had those thoughts
frequently in the program.
Michael also shared a conversation he had with the Associate Dean of the
Program and the Program Manager regarding his frustrations:
At one point I point-blank told them, I will sign it, just give me the invoice, I’ll
sign the check, just give me the stupid degree because this is a complete waste of
time. An absolute and utter complete waste of time. . . . You can talk all you want
and say that you care and all of this stuff but you don’t. It’s a business. It’s
point-blank a business and when people aren’t getting out of it what they need,
you’re not going to do anything different. We’re locked in. Let’s face it. You’ve
got our money. We quit and what do we get out of it? Nothing.
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His frustration also included the number of online classes in the program.
Michael knew that online learning was a growing phenomenon in higher education.
However, he came to the program with the belief that there would only be one online
course in the program. He quickly discovered that he misunderstood. There was one
online course per semester. He passionately opined that these classes were “the most
colossal waste of time ever.” Discussing one of the online courses Michael said, “I very
literally did not open the book.” Googling answers for online tests Michael said, “You
don’t have to know the answer. You just need to know how to get the answer.”
However, at some point in the program, Michael accepted the futility of
complaining about his classmates, faculty, or the program. In an apparent final surrender
to the situation, he developed a mantra to persist. With a loud sigh he seem to surrender
as he said, “You had to play the game. I would say, ‘Just cooperate and graduate.
Cooperate and graduate.’ That’s all we have to do.”
While Michael shared many complaints and frustrations with me regarding his
experiences, he share some positive experiences in the program. For example he said his
experience “wasn’t just learning about the schoolwork, it was learning about what other
people could bring to the table from different avenues.” Expanding on this line of
thought, Michael discussed the role of informal learning as he said:
If you go to a conference that is only a week long, you end up learning more at
breakfast, at dinner, in the hallways, than you do from the speakers who are up
there speaking and presenting. And, not to diminish the value of the professors
and what they do, but they’re really kind of a catalyst for thought.

104

Michael intended the “catalyst for thought” comment to be a compliment to the
faculty. Earlier in the conversation, Michael shared his love of the Socratic style of
learning. He did not seem to think the professor’s role was to “bank” information into
him or the class but rather to facilitated discussion and learning in the classroom.
When our discussion wrapped up, Michael shared how he may look back at the
program in 10 years. Michael reflected, “I expect that I’ll look back on it with a little bit
of sense of nostalgia and be like, oh you know, I wish I could go back then [and] do
something differently.” Yet, his theme of disappointment continues as he concluded, “As
for me right now, I mean it’s tough . . . to advise somebody to over the course of the next
year to spend $54,000 for the opportunity [strongly emphasized] to have a promotion.”
Patricia’s Experience. Also a graduate of the 2013 EMBA cohort, Patricia was a
Communications Advisor working for a global logistics company. With 27 years of work
experience, she was the only African American female to volunteer to participate in the
study. Patricia was single with no children and 49-years-old.
Patricia’s undergraduate experience was very traditional until her last semester.
She was offered a full-time position at the Miami Herald with only one class remaining
to complete her undergraduate degree in communications at the University of North
Carolina. Asking her advisor, “What should I do? I have one course.” Patricia’s advisor
replied, “That’s a no brainier. You go with the paper. You can always go back and get
that one course.” Despite the concerns of her parents, she followed the advice of her
advisor. Patricia left the university to join the Miami Herald without completing her last
class and without her bachelor’s degree.
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After several years of working at the Herald, Patricia relocated to accept a
Communications Advisor role in a global logistics company. While working in her new
role, Patricia said, “I noticed my cousins – my younger cousin – had gotten their
undergrad, someone had gotten their Master, [and] someone is already working on their
PhD. So I was like, ‘Ok, I really need to finish that one course’.” In addition, she said,
“My parents kept literally for almost 20 years saying go back and get that one course.”
Patricia decided to complete the remaining course to finish her undergraduate degree and
had thoughts of pursuing her Master degree. She explained:
My advisor was still at my undergrad school and I said, “I need to finish this for
my parents.” And at about the same time I was working in corporate America . . .
and I was thinking, “Ok, I want to get that Master too so I need to finish that one
course.” So, I worked with the professor, did some correspondence classwork to
get back into the swing of things and went back to Carolina for two weeks during
the summer and knocked out that one course and got the degree.” And I was like,
“Ok, that wasn’t so bad.”
Discussing her graduate school thoughts Patricia stated, “When I was growing up
I always thought about going to get my bachelor’s, my Master, my PhD.” Yet, during
her undergraduate studies, Patricia’s advisor and her professors in her undergraduate
program claimed, “For our field, you really don’t need a Master.” Patricia reflected on
that guidance and explained, “So I never even considered it. It wasn’t until I left
newspapers . . . and started working in corporate America that I started considering going
to school to get a Master.”
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Working with an executive team as their Communications Advisor, Patricia
discovered, “One of the things that I found out was that in order to get ahead, if I wanted
to get into management, a lot of mangers had MBA’s.” She also found that the lack of a
Master degree put her at a disadvantage when considering career opportunities.
I started looking at jobs in the marketing field and one of the things that knocked
me out was not having a Master because I had the work experience. And a lot of
times it came down to – it was me and another candidate – that Master is what
gave them the edge. So, it was like, “Ok, I cannot put myself in this situation
again.”
Patricia described her employer’s higher education support programs. “Not only
do we have tuition reimbursement to go and get your Master we also had another
program called the Executive MBA program for a select few in the company that the
company paid for totally [emphasized].” During performance reviews and individual
development planning at work, Patricia shared her desire to pursue a Master with her
supervisors. Specifically, she asked to attend the Executive MBA program at Southern
Oak University. However, her request was met with resistance:
When we did individual development plans, “what do you want to do?” I always
brought up, “I want to go and get my EMBA” because I knew [my employer]
would pay for it. Well I didn’t in the past have the support of management. They
were like “Oh” and I guess it was because they didn’t have theirs so they didn’t
really support it.
Time passed and Patricia ended up working for a new manager. Once again
Patricia shared her desire to be selected for the Executive MBA program. “I was talking
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to my manager and my director and once again going through the spiel like I did every
year, um, that I wanted to get my Master.” However, this time Patricia found support for
her academic pursuit from her new manager. Patricia learned that her manager
completed the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University and her director
completed the Executive MBA program at the University of Missouri. Patricia’s
manager and director shared their positive experiences in their respective programs and
supported Patricia’s desire to attend the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak.
Based on feedback and roadblocks from her prior managers, Patricia said, “I was in shock
because past management did not support it [her request to be selected for the Executive
MBA].”
Patricia interviewed with the Associate Dean and the Program Manager of the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak. During the interview, her undergraduate
performance was questioned. Patricia said, “The Associate Dean and the [Program]
Manager asked me the question, ‘Does your undergraduate academic performance
indicate what type of student you will be in the grad program?’ And I said, ‘Oh heck
no!’” She told the Associate Dean and the Program Manager, “I know I’ll be a better
grad student because I have all of that work experience and knowledge and I’m more
disciplined and so I’ll be more focused.”
When I inquired about the entrance exam requirement for the Executive MBA,
Patricia said, “In lieu of the exam, I was required to write a paper requesting a waiver.
The paper was based upon my years of professional experience.” Patricia explained that
the waiver “had to be accepted” otherwise, she would have had to take the GMAT or the
GRE. It appeared that the entrance exam was a bit intimidating to Patricia based on her
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reply. She said, “Having to write the paper was a welcomed and greatly appreciated
option.”
Once accepted into the program, Patricia shared her concerns about being able to
perform well academically because she had not been in school since the late 1980’s. “I
didn’t know exactly how well I was going to do especially that first semester. . . . It’s a
totally different mindset when you’re talking about academics and theory as opposed to
work.” In addition, Patricia explained that she had pressure to perform well academically
to maintain corporate funding for her tuition. Her company only allowed their selected
EMBA participants to make two B’s, or corporate funding was at risk. With a worried
expression on her face Patricia said, “I was very concerned that first semester.”
To perform well academically and to persist in the program, Patricia had to make
sacrifices. She was in the program while dealing with the estate of her deceased aunt.
She was also working full-time. These situations combined with the academic
achievement level required by her employer for corporate sponsorship created challenges:
I had to prioritize things into three buckets: the estate work, school work, and
work and there are only 24 hours in a day. So going back to what I told you, I
could only get two B’s in the overall program from [my employer's] perspective. .
. . There were a couple of times I had to pull all-nighters and I hadn’t done that
since undergrad. But, I had to get the work done. So for 17 months that was my
life.
Reflecting on how she handled the challenges Patricia lamented, “I sacrificed a lot. I had
friends who went through the program who told me, ‘You’re going to have to sacrifice a
lot. Friends, family, other things you’re doing will have to be put on the back burner’.”
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Patricia thought her cohort would “be a close knit group of friends . . . hanging
out together and doing things after the program is over” based on her interview with the
Associate Dean and the Program Manager. Yet when she discussed this perception with
her manager at work who had completed the same Executive MBA program, Patricia was
warned, “Oh no. You guys will not be close knit. In fact, after you graduate you won’t
want to see those people again.” This turned out to be true when, similar to Michael’s
experience, Patricia was disappointed in the dynamics of her cohort. She said, “We did
not gel as much as they thought we were going to gel” and “there were a lot of head
butts.” In a carefully stated manner Patricia disclosed, “I know I’m a female and this
sounds bad, but especially among the females. I mean there were some clashes.”
Although Patricia was very happy that she was able to get into the Executive
MBA program, she questioned the academic approach in comparison to her work
experiences. For example, she had an assignment to put together a marketing plan in her
marketing class. Questioning the academic approach, she argued:
Some of the things we were learning in the marketing class I said, “That’s not
how you put together a marketing plan. I’ve worked and put together marketing
plans that have been presented and given to management and have been approved.
This is how you do it in the real world. What you’re saying here in class is not
what we do in the real world.” I had to follow those rules because the professor
was going to give me the grade. But I kept saying, “This is not what we do in the
real world.” . . . There’s no way I would submit a proposal with footnotes for part
of a marketing communications to my manager, director, or SVP [Senior Vice
President].
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Patricia’s critique of the program continued for the online courses. She realized
that the online classes in higher education were a reality. But Patricia believed the
program’s online classes needed more face-to-face time. She said, “They should be a
hybrid. And a hybrid shouldn’t be only one face-to-face [class] . . . . You need more face
time with your professor so you can ask questions.” It was interesting that her concern
about “face time” with the professors did not only apply to online courses. A comment
regarding one of her face-to-face classes was particularly interesting:
Some of the classes we didn’t get to have as in-depth knowledge as I would have
liked. For example, there was one class we had that we saw the professor maybe
[emphasized] half a dozen times? And [reflective pause] I felt cheated.
Additionally, being a communications professional, she was concerned about the
lack of communications courses or training in the program. Her work experience
revealed itself here as she opined, “Communications is very important for an executive. .
. . You have to be able to talk with the media. And understand the different types of
communications and your mannerisms and your eye contact, um, your tone.” She
acknowledged that the program brought in some local executives to discuss brand and
reputation but said they did not specifically address the need to have solid
communication skills. It was obvious that she believed the lack of a communicationsspecific course was a significant gap in the program.
Yet, overall Patricia seemed very pleased with the program and her
accomplishments in the program. Reflecting on how she thought the program would
affect her in the future she said proudly, “It’s given me, in my opinion, a competitive
edge. . . . I can see how it has made me a different type of thinker.” She claimed that the
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program helped her to understand “how the business works.” She followed that thought
with the hopeful claim, “By having this extra degree and knowledge, this will position me
for management because I’ve gone for management positions prior and never gotten it
and I’m hoping that people can see that I can do more.”
Janice’s Experience. Janice was a Chief Executive Officer for a local medical
group and a member of the 2014 cohort. A 43-year-old Caucasian, she was married to a
lawyer and had four children at home who are home schooled. She had a total of 20
years of work experience.
Janice completed her undergraduate studies at Washington University which she
described as “a very small, private, narrow-minded school. . . . They really weren’t very
open to listening to other viewpoints or other thoughts.” Janice wanted to pursue a
Master degree when she graduates from Washington University. However, she did not
feel adequately prepared as she describes her undergraduate experience as “not useful,
um, because it was very academic.” Newly married after graduation, Janice utilized her
employer’s tuition reimbursement to complete her second bachelor’s degree in business
administration at Southern Oak University. There she met professors who she remains in
contact with for several years after her graduation. Reflecting on her second undergrad
experience Janice explained, “I had people who actually took interest in me as an
interested student, you know I was a little bit older, I mean I was 23 at the time, so I was
a little bit older.”
Janice’s still had thoughts of pursuing a Master degree after she completed her
second bachelor’s degree. However, after completing two degrees, getting married,
having children, and pursuing her career, Janice said she needed some time off from her
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academic pursuits. “At that time I really wanted the break. I wanted the opportunity to
grow my career and make a little more money before I went back” she explained.
However, the desire for the break did not eliminate her concerns about loss of momentum
in her academic pursuits. She was concerned that taking a break meant losing
momentum. Janice warned, “Once you quit going to school it’s actually harder to get
motivated to go back.” However, in spite of her concerns about losing momentum, she
knew a break from academics was needed.
Now in the workforce and married with children, Janice was promoted rapidly in
her organization and took on more responsibilities as a result. Janice sighed, “It was just
not the right time” to return for graduate school during those years. But encouragement
came from an unexpected place. One of her direct reports at that time had a desire to
pursue his second Master degree. And he encouraged Janice to pursue a Master degree
with him.
One of the people who worked for me was interested in going back into, well
going back and doing his Master degree. And he was really encouraging me and
wanting me to do it at the same time with him. . . . We thought this would be fun.
Our families get along and we thought this would be a fun thing. We could study
together and the kids could all play. We thought that would be a good plan.
Describing her work environment as “frenzied” at the time, Janice thought
pursing her Master degree could be a good distraction. She hoped, “This would keep my
mind focused on something I thought was more positive.” So, with support of a
coworker who also wanted to pursue his Master, Janice considered the positive
distraction of returning to graduate school and took the plunge.
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When deciding which Master program she wanted to pursue, Janice said a key
deciding factor was finding a program that “got me out the fastest that I had some general
interest in . . . . Because I didn’t want to be in school for five years.” This made the 17month program at Southern Oak very attractive. She was also familiar with the faculty in
the program since she completed her second bachelor’s degree at Southern Oak. She
said, “I really did feel that some of the best [emphasized] professors in the university
really do want to teach in that program.” When asked about her decision to pursue the
Executive MBA versus a traditional MBA, she explained, “I felt the networking
opportunities would be better in the EMBA program” and that she would be “getting
something additional out of it besides the education part.”
So Janice began the process of applying for the Executive MBA program. She
interviewed with the Associate Dean and the Program Manager. Janice said they
“actually told me after my interview that I was going to be in the program.” Describing
her interview, Janice stated, “It [the interview] was kind of a formality because I was the
kind of candidate they were wanting in the program.” She also disclosed, “I was very
glad that they waived the GMAT and I didn’t have to do that based on my experience.”
Now that she was back in the academic arena, Janice realized, “It’s been a long
time since I’ve been in school.” But she was very pleased with the program’s method of
reintroducing adult learners into higher education. Janice explained:
The way that the Executive MBA program is structured, I’m not sure it does for
other people, but it is really great for me. Because you spend a week [at the lake]
starting on two classes that you’re pretty much immersed in. And then the week
you get back from [the lake] you have a day and a half long exam for one of the

114

professors. And to me, it was kind the perfect, upending experience to get me
ready psychologically for the work that was to come. . . . So for me, that was
extremely helpful because I had not been in school for so long, that was a really
great introduction to the program.
The introductory session was also utilized to introduce the 2014 cohort to the
2013 cohort who were in their last semester of study. As a part of the 2014 cohort, Janice
said that she and her classmates quickly saw how “disjointed and disconnected and
unfriendly they [the 2013 cohort] seemed with one another” at the lake meeting. In
contrast to the 2013 cohort, Janice claimed, “We have an amazing class especially
[emphasized] given the interactions I’ve had with the previous year’s class. . . . We are
able to work out problems amongst ourselves.”

Her observations seemed to validate

Michael’s and Patricia’s comments about the dynamics of their cohort. Comparing her
cohort with the 2013 cohort Janice said:
Don’t get me wrong it’s not like we haven’t had some personality issues or some
times when people are thinking someone is slacking a little bit. I mean there has
been some of that. But it’s something that we’ve been able to work through. And
it seems as though last year’s class could never work through that.
Changing gears from the comparisons between the dynamics of the 2013 and
2014 cohorts, Janice shared her assessment of the faculty. She believed, “They do really
expect that you function at a high level that you’re able to learn some things on your own,
but you’re able to analyze things and really put things together.” Describing her
accounting professor’s approach to teaching Janice said, “What she wanted us to gain
was how you manage [emphasized] that information at the executive level” while
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emphasizing the importance of “how you get out the relevant information to make sure
you are making good decisions strategically based on the information that is available.”
She was also impressed how the program “engages you, not only on an
intellectual level or an academic level but on an anecdotal level where there are a lot of
funny stories or experiences that are allowed to be shared so you feel extremely
engaged.” However, Janice shared an example where the faculty could improve how
they interact with adult learners. In one of the Saturday classes, the professor came to the
classroom to address the cohort regarding their lack of participation in the online lectures.
In a text message sent to me, Janice described the situation:
[The professor] came to talk with the class for the last 15 minutes on Saturday as
he was clearly frustrated by the fact that there are several people in the class who
are not viewing the lectures online and he threatened a different type of final if
this didn’t improve. . . . I felt like I was 10. . . . [His] tone and demeanor when he
talked to use was very condescending as it seems like he forgot that we are all
working at high level jobs and used to completing projects.
Yet this engagement with the online professor did not appear to significantly alter
Janice’s opinion of the faculty overall as she said:
So you have that wealth of knowledge and resources [professors]. And they do a
really good job combining the academic with the practical. And they give you
both. So you really grow intellectually, which I think is really interesting is that
you also grow practically. And they really do a great job of melding that.
Janice also appreciated the manner in which teams were formed in her cohort.
Janice rationalized, “We have a very wide range of age groups in the program. And not
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that the older students provide more value, but it’s a different value.” Pleased with the
diversity of the teams, Janice complimented efforts of the Associate Dean and the
Program Manager to put together a cohort that would work well together through the
program. She praised them saying, “I think they have done a really good job in trying to
match the teams that they put together for the Executive MBA program . . . good fits with
personalities as well as skill sets.”
Pleased with her cohort, the faculty, and how the program was structured, Janice
still had to balance life outside the academy with her life inside the academy. She sighed,
“I’ve had to make some adjustments to the way that I typically would study and work
because I’ve got other commitments.” In comparison to her undergraduate studies,
Janice quickly discovered that she did not “have the time to do that level of, um,
repetitiveness to go over things again and again like I did in my undergraduate studies.”
Realizing that “you don’t have to know everything perfectly”, Janice said she focused on
how “to be a better learner and not to look at things not so much as regurgitation and [sic]
really understand the concepts so I could talk about them.”
Her academic pursuit affected Janice in all areas of her life. She is affected at
work, at home, and socially. Making adjustments in her life to navigate these potential
barriers, Janice actually realized positive experiences in all three areas. For example at
work, Janice claims that the demands of the program, “Forced me to delegate a little
more which is probably not a bad thing. . . . I’ve gotten better at that over the years. But I
think the improvement is also because of time necessity.” At home, she admitted that the
program had limited her time and interactions at home with her husband and her children.
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Yet, Janice realizes there are some positive outcomes from these new limitations in time.
Noting that her children are home schooled, Janice explained:
If we have a holiday, [my daughter] will come to school with me and she will see
how we interact as a group. And she sees how important I am taking college
because that is one thing we really try to do at home: We really try to model the
behavior we want to see with our kids.
She has also experienced some interesting changes in the dynamics with her husband due
to her academic pursuits. With a grin on her face, Janice said:
It has kind of changed the dynamic in our home. So I’ll be eager to see what that
looks like when we’re done now that my husband has really stepped up and taken
on more of some of the house kind of stuff. . . . He’s doing a lot more cooking.
And so, that’s kind of nice too [giggling]. . . . I’m curious how that is going to
play out when we’re finished.
Janice admitted that her friends had been regulated to the “back seat for right
now” due to added demands of the program, Janice found new friendships in her cohort.
She shared, “I have developed some really great new friends in the program which I
actually was surprised about and not really anticipating.” These new friendships proved
to be valuable to Janice as a support mechanism during her graduate studies. She
explained, “When I just need that, ‘Oh my gosh school is stressing me out. Work is
stressing me out.’ It’s 9:30 and someone is like, ‘Hey, do ya’ll want to go grab a glass of
wine?’” Disclosing that her cohort friends were “probably the extent of my social life”,
Janice admitted, “It’s in a situation where we are all in the same boat.” Her cohort
relationships provided the environment that “allows us to blow off some steam.”
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As Janice reflected on how she thinks her experiences in the program will affect
her future she said, “I’ve been able to develop some very practical skills of things I can
apply and things I will remember for the rest of my career.” While it appeared that she
expected to gain practical skills from participation in the program, Janice did not
anticipate the social networking benefit of being in the program. With a look of surprise
on her face she said, “Having an increased networking base as well as a resource pool
[sic] was something that I had not anticipated.” Expanding, she said she had gained:
A network of people who are experts. Both professors and other students. And if
they’re not an expert, they can help me find an expert. And sometimes I think
that is just as valuable because I don’t need to know everything. But I just need to
know who I can trust and who can get me information that I can work with. To
do that is just as valuable.
As Janice wrapped up her discussion with me, she expressed her expectations of the
future:
My husband and I have very specific career goals about what we want to do and
how long we want to work and then my expectation is that I will do consulting
work the way I want to work. And I think this is going to facilitate me doing that
on my terms. . . . It’s going to turn out to be a really smart move for me
professionally. And I just get the side benefit that it has really been fun
personally too.
Amanda’s Experience. A member of the 2014 cohort, Amanda owned a local
real estate and property appraisal company. A 43-year-old Caucasian, she was divorced
but in a relationship and had no children. Amanda had 18 years of work experience.
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An intelligent high school student, Amanda was accepted into some Ivy League
schools with partial scholarships. Expecting to go to an Ivy League school, she shared,
“My parents kind of dropped the bomb on me that they were not going to pay for me to
go to [sic] the Ivy League schools. So I had a little meltdown.” Disappointed that she
would not be able to attend a school such as Harvard, Yale, or Princeton, Amanda’s
“meltdown” was choosing to work at Club Med after completing high school instead of
going to college. However, after a little time working at Club Med, Amanda said her
father called her and said, “This is your choice. You can either come back voluntarily
and go to college or I can come pick you up and you can come back and go to college.”
Although she was not going to be able to attend an Ivy League school, Amanda
returned home to go to college. However, her disappointment had an adverse effect on
her undergraduate academic performance. “I was not a stellar student because I didn’t
want to be there,” she shared. “I wanted to be at the Ivy League schools.” Elaborating
on why she was not a “stellar student” she admitted skipping classes. “I didn’t go. I
mean I just didn’t go to class. I would show up enough to take the exams. . . I barely
passed.” Realizing that her disappointment was not going to be remedied with this
behavior, Amanda finally convinced herself, “‘Ok, you gotta get real about this.’ Then I
did well. The last little bit of undergraduate school I did well.”
Although only one of her grandparents graduated high school, both of Amanda’s
parents graduated college and completed their Master degrees. As an undergraduate
student who “barely passed”. . Perhaps due to her unrealized potential as an undergrad,
her parent’s education, or some combination thereof, Amanda believed that she was “an
undereducated person” prior to entering the Executive MBA program. Yet, gathering
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herself after finishing her undergraduate work she recalled that, “Once I got myself
together, I always knew I wanted to get my Master degree.” Yet, having finished her
undergraduate work in her late 20’s she sighed, “Time went on.”
With time marching on, a significant life change motivated Amanda to consider
the pursuit of her Master degree. Following a separation and subsequent divorce, she
pondered, “You know, maybe I ought to go back and get my Master degree. It’s
probably a good time to occupy my time some.” Following the divorce, her mother also
suggested that Amanda consider graduate school. Her mother saw an ad in the local
newspaper about the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak. Amanda said her mother
came to her and said:
You know I just saw in the paper that they were having a session about this thing
called an Executive MBA. Have you ever heard of that? And I said, “No, I’ve
never heard of it and I don’t know what the differences are in the Executive
MBA. Why don’t we go to the session?”
At the information session, Amanda met another adult learner who was
considering applying for the Executive MBA program. The two formed an instant
friendship. After listening to the presentation her new friend encourages her to apply for
the program with him. Amanda reflected, “I think we kind of both made the decision
together.”
After interviewing for entry into the Executive MBA program, Amanda was
concerned about the entrance exam requirement. Having taken the GMAT over 10 years
prior, she said, “I told the EMBA folks that if that was going to be a problem, then I
would have a hard time forcing myself to take it again.” She said the issue was resolved
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when “they allowed me to write some sort of explanation and give them a resume to go
before some sort of GMAT waiver committee. So, that is what I did.” When she found
out she was accepted into the Executive MBA program via a letter in the mail, Amanda
reacted, “I was surprised and I was like, ‘Oh God now I have to pay $57,000 [laughing as
she is saying this].”
As Amanda shared her experiences in the Executive MBA program with me in
our interview, her email response to my interview solicitation email entered my mind.
Although she was very interested in participating in the study, she had serious concerns
about the time required. Amanda explained:
I don't have a minute to spare, I really am not kidding. I have hired housekeepers,
lawn guys, etc. I am now down to only having to do my laundry and unload the
dishwasher. The dishwasher has needed unloading for 2 days. I am actually
considering hiring a driver for the days I drive to the State Capitol for meetings so
I don't waste time driving so I can use the time to study. I sleep very little.
Again, not a pity party but I just want you to get the full and complete picture
when I say every minute is already taken, it really is.
The feelings of overload seemed to persist throughout Amanda’s experience in
the program. Amanda said her experience in the program had been “conflicting . . . I
fondly refer to it as hell on earth. But, uh, I love it.” She elaborated, “I’m one of the
most laid-back persons I know. And now I feel like I’m on the verge of an anxiety
attack. . . I think it [the program] makes you mentally tough.” Speaking on behalf of her
cohort she sighed, “We’re so tired. We are sleep deprived. We have no social lives
except for each other.” At another point in the interview she repeated, “I’m like on the
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verge of an anxiety attack at all times. . . . I do feel like I’m drinking from a fire hose.”
The stress induced by the program on her life was evident.
Participation in the program affected Amanda’s life outside of the classroom. The
academic demands of the program impacted her work, personal, and social life. From her
perspective as a business owner, with concern in her voice she said “I can’t spend near as
much time at work as I, as I normally would.” Also, she was a member of a State Board
for the real estate industry. Her academic workload affected her ability to participate in
State Board meetings. Amanda expressed her worries in a frustrated tone:
I’m supposed to travel on that State Board as a representative for the State several
times per year. And I have not been able to do that. Nobody has said anything
about it at this point [worried tone]. Um, but frankly I shouldn’t be doing that
[missing Board meetings]. That’s a problem.
She also shared her thoughts about the impact of the program on her personal life.
Sheepishly Amanda shared, “Well [nervous laugh], certainly a personal thing but I have a
boyfriend . . . He generally says, ‘Well, I guess I’ll see you in December.’ And he really
means that.” Signaling weariness, Amanda flopped her hands on the table. She then
revealed her frustrations regarding the loss of time to interact with her boyfriend. She
explained, “He actually wants to see me and he never sees me [emphasized]. And he
says, ‘I get to see you on the couch studying’.” Amanda said that she prefers to sit at a
table to study. However, Amanda often chose to study on the couch as she sat with her
boyfriend. She sighed, “That’s my effort at togetherness.”
Socially, Amanda said, “I’ve told my friends, ‘I’ll see you in December’. . . I have
a lot of nice friends who understand that I am in school.” However, Amanda discovered
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unanticipated friendships in the program. Excitedly she said, “The really neat thing is the
people in this program. We all adore each other. The girls, we have five girls in our
class. . . . We took a girl trip over Christmas.” Laughing Amanda said, “I don’t think the
previous class did that!” Acknowledging the positive effect of these new relationships
Amanda claimed:
I could absolutely not have done this program without it [relationships] . . . I think
there are two times I might have quit somewhere in the first semester have I not
had, uh, if I hadn’t already written a check for $14,000 at the beginning of the
first semester [laughing at that statement]. . . . You had people, you know, that
were kind of pulling you along . . . . The girls in the program, you know, we are
really there for each other saying, “You can do this. You can do this. You can do
this.”
Although Amanda did not share much about her experiences with her professors,
the non-participant observations of her interactions with faculty were interesting. In my
non-participant observations of the Thursday and Saturday classes, Amanda was the most
engaging adult learner in the class before, during, and after the lectures. Amanda
appeared to be the Social Chair of the cohort. Approaching faculty members in casual
conversation, she spoke with one professor about listing the professor’s house. She
approaches another professor complimenting how smartly he was dressed for the
Saturday morning class as he came to class in a very nice suit and tie.
However, her engagements were not always “social” in nature. For example, one
of the Saturday classes was primarily a one-way lecture from the professor. Amanda
engaged the professor with questions and comments multiple times. The professor rarely
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acknowledged her questions or comments. For that matter, he rarely engaged or
addressed any questions or comments from the class. She often re-engaged the professor
and the class to make her point or comment when the professor did not address her
questions or if she was interrupted by the professor. After class she commented, “He just
likes to hear himself talk I think.”
As Amanda reflected on what she was learning from her participation in the
program, she talked about her finance class. In that class, she said that she did not know
what she did not know before taking the class. “I don’t even think I knew most of the
finance things even existed. It’s one of those things where you’re too dumb to even
know the question to ask,” she said. Sharing what she had gained in the program
Amanda reflected, “I think the experiences that you take away from this are things that
you didn’t realize about yourself.” One of the things Amanda did not realize about
herself was the level of her leadership skills. “I think I learned a lot about myself and my
leadership skills. . . . My leadership skills were seriously lacking [before the program]. I
thought they were great.”
As Amanda pondered the effect of the program on her professional life, she said
that she was already gaining credibility in her profession due to her participation in the
Executive MBA program. This was based on recent comments and questions she
received from her peers in her industry. She described some recent interactions with her
contacts and professionals in the real estate industry:
You know, I think I already have respect from the professional arena just because
I’m in the program. . . . And it’s interesting how many people have already started
saying, “Oh I’ve heard you are in the Executive MBA program.” Bankers.
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Attorneys. And that sort of thing. “We want to talk to you about some things.”
And I wonder. Would I have gotten that call before [participating in the EMBA]?
Our time for the scheduled interview was rapidly coming to its end. In a closing
statement, Amanda summed up her Executive MBA experience. She claimed that her
experience as, “Invaluable. Probably one of the best things I ever did. I think it will be
like childbirth. I think will have forgotten how bad all of this was. That’s what I think.
Like childbirth.”
Bobby’s Experience. An engineer working in the medical device industry as a
Director of Product Development, Bobby was a member of the 2014 cohort. A 42-yearold Caucasian, he was a married father of two young children. Bobby had 19 years of
work experience.
Bobby had a desire to pursue a mechanical engineering degree as an
undergraduate student. After he enrolled at the University of Arkansas in the Mechanical
Engineering program, Bobby recalled an advisor in freshman orientation saying, “You
know for every hour you spend in class, you’re going to spend five or six out of class
studying.” Questioning Bobby’s commitment, his dad asked if that is really what he
wanted to do in school. Bobby did not waver from his desire to be a Mechanical
Engineer.
Bobby’s desire was evident as he progressed through his undergraduate studies.
Reflecting on how hard he had to work to complete the mechanical engineering program
he said, “I remember going in on a Sunday about noon you know and leaving at about 2
or 3 in the morning.” Yet, in spite of the long hours of studying he insisted, “There was
not one second when I said, ‘Nah, I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t do this’.”
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Bobby graduated and finished second in his class. With a look of certainty on his face,
he said, “It was not because I was smarter. It was maybe because I outworked
everybody.” But he also acknowledged “I got through it because I had other people with
me. Ok, I couldn’t have gotten through it by myself.”
Bobby said that he knew graduate school was in his future after he completed his
engineering degree. Yet, he did not want to immediately enroll in graduate school as he
said, “I thought it would be a nice change just to go and get some work experience for a
while and then maybe go back, you know?” However, when Bobby finished his
undergraduate work, the job market was flat. Bobby sighed, “I was about to go back to
graduate school because I couldn’t find a job for about six months when I finally had
three offers in a week after having, like nothing, for about six months.” His desire to gain
work experience prior to pursuing his Master proved to be a wise choice. “I learned more
probably in the first year of working out in industry than I learned in all four years of
engineering school because I had mentors and people there that were exposed to a lot of
stuff.”
As his career progressed, Bobby discovered, “There’s school left in me to be
had.” He began to contemplate going to graduate school. However, he was now
questioning if he wanted to pursue a Master degree in engineering. “I was still thinking
about going back to graduate school as an engineer. But I was kind of moving into a
management role. . . . So, I started thinking about the business, MBA route.”
Reflecting on his potential career path, Bobby said that his lack of business
knowledge “was a big gap in my experience as far as not knowing how the business side
worked.” When he joined the company, the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak
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University was an option for high-potential or high-achieving employees. During his
interviews Bobby said “that carrot was dangled in front of me when they said, ‘Look,
we’ve got this Executive MBA program’.” However, a few years after joining the
company Bobby said, “They [the company] killed it.” One of their sponsored graduates
resigned immediately after completing the program to go to work for a competitor across
town. Because of that occurrence, the company stopped sponsoring high-potential
employees in the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University.
The performance review process at Bobby’s company included individual
development planning (IDP). During his last performance review with is boss, the
conversation shifted to IDP which provided Bobby the opportunity to express his desire
to pursue an MBA. In that conversation, he discovered that many executives in the
company – including his boss –completed the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak
University.
Bobby sighed about his company’s decision to stop participation in the program
during this meeting with his boss. Yet, to Bobby’s surprise his boss said, “Well, I can
maybe change that for you.” Bobby reacted excitedly, “Really? I didn’t know it was still
possible to have access to that.” A couple of weeks after their meeting, Bobby’s boss
followed up with Bobby and said, “If you want to do this, we’ll do it.” So with that
blessing, Bobby began the application process at Southern Oak University.
Bobby was connected with the Program Manager at Southern Oak University and
he immediately completed the application paperwork. His application submission was
followed by an interview with the Associate Dean and the Program Manager. Bobby was
relieved that the program waived the entrance exam. He was happy that Southern Oak
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“considered my work experience as a substitute. It showed they value practical
experience. In fact, if I would’ve had to take an entrance exam, I probably wouldn’t have
entered the program.”
Bobby shared the excitement he felt when he was accepted into the program as he
said, “It made me feel good you know? . . . I’ve been out in industry for almost 20 years
now.” He also revealed that after the interview, “They kind of hinted that I met all of the
qualifications too so I kind of expected it, you know?” But he did have a quick and brief
second thought about his decision to return to school as he said, “Oh, what have I got
myself into?” . . . I’m excited but ‘Oh my God’; I’m not going to see my kids for the next
year and a half.” Bobby’s journey in the Executive MBA program was about to begin.
As Bobby described his experience in the program he said, “The journey’s been
challenging. It’s been, to me, not as much technically challenging it’s just level of
workload . . . writing all of the stuff up is not hard to do but it’s a lot of it for me.” Yet
the heavy workload of reading and writing in the program appeared to be effective as
Bobby said, “It’s been enlightening. I’ve learned a ton. And I’m getting out of it what I
wanted to you know? I’m learning the language.”
Bobby did not much about his experiences with the professors in the program. At
one point in the discussion he did acknowledge that “the professors are pretty good.” The
only significant experience he shared was an interaction with one of his online professors.
Bobby said the professor came to one of the weekend classes and admonished the class
about their lack of participation in the online lectures. Bobby said the professor told the
cohort, “You guys got to do this! I’m going to make it your final exam in class. And it’ll
cover all of the lectures if you guys don’t get online and look at this.” The professor’s
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approach did not improve Bobby’s perspective of the online experience in the program.
He described the online programs as “a little bit sterile”. Bobby sighed, “It’s just not as
rich of a learning environment as I would like to have.” This seemed to touch a nerve as
he continued to share his thoughts regarding his perceived value of the online classes:
You know look [pause] I’m not paying for the program. [My company] is footing
the bill. But bang for the buck, if we are paying $55 – 60,000, some folks have
lamented that, well, that should be a face-to-face education in every class for that
kind of money.
Shifting the discussion to his cohort Bobby said, “I knew there would be other
professionals from industry that would be there as well. And I was interested in learning
from them as well as learning from the professors.” His expectation was based on one of
the claims he read in the program’s marketing literature. Bobby said:
The brochures for the Executive program . . . said you would learn as much from
everybody else as you would from the professors. And that kind of appealed to
me as well because I really respect and, you know, learn a lot from other folks
that are experienced in real-life business situations.
“I’ve picked up a lot from those folks in discussions. . . . We’re kind of training
ourselves to some extent. Which I think is great, you know?” Bobby said as he reflected
on the interactions with his team and his cohort. Bobby explained that the training
ourselves comment was intended to be a positive comment as he claimed, “That’s maybe
more valuable than some of the classwork we do honestly.”
Bobby was very pleased with the dynamics of his team and his cohort. He said,
“We’ve got a good mix on my team. . . . We’ve got a good class. Everybody gets along.”
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And like others in his cohort, Bobby is aware of the lack of cohesion in the 2013 cohort
saying, “I’ve experienced the class before wasn’t as cohesive, I guess, as you would say?
. . . Some of them were a little hard to deal with, I understand, and a little abrasive or
whatever.” He acknowledges that their cohort is not perfect. “You know there’s always
challenges. There’s some folks who can’t contribute as much as others because of work
conflicts that I don’t have to deal with. We have one person in particular that struggles
with that.”
Bobby continued to discuss his cohort’s ability to handle the workload in the
program. He noted that some of his classmates were struggling to keep up. He
empathized, “I think a lot of the folks struggle with that. Because they’re not used to,
maybe, some of this, the intensity of it. Maybe they weren’t prepared for it, the amount
of time it’s going to take.” With hindsight Bobby said:
I must say that once in the program, I can see where an entrance exam might have
helped to filter out a few folks that didn’t have some key skills. So, conversely the
absence of an entrance exam requirement probably caused some of the classes to
be “watered down” to some extent to cater to the folks that weren’t skilled in the
particular subject matter which possibly left the competent folks with less value
and more stress since the EMBA has a team-based structure with many teambased assignments where the strong must make up for the weak.
Bobby began to share his experience in the program as an adult learner. He
compared his experience in the Executive MBA program to his undergraduate
experience. He sighed, “It’s obviously more challenging because of the time
management thing.” He expanded on this thought as he said:
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As an adult studier, you’re studying in the margins of your life essentially. You
know, you’ve got to find the margins to fill the margins with the extra things you
have to do because you have to prioritize. . . . It’s a lot of a balancing act that I’ve
never had to deal with before. And that’s probably, honestly, the biggest
challenge in this program for me is that. It’s not the academics as much.
He compared his undergraduate experience to his Executive MBA experience.
Bobby recalled, “As an undergraduate . . . I knew if I wanted to count on, saying studying
this Saturday, nothing’s getting in my way of studying other than me.” His current
situational demands of his life while in the Executive MBA created new challenges and
worries for Bobby. He worried, “Now, it’s more unknowns there. If my child gets sick
or something happens at work or whatever, I don’t know that I’ve got the time. So it’s
more stressful.”
Bobby continued to discuss how participation in the program affected him at
work, home, and socially. He was most vocal about the impact of participating in the
program on his home life. He disclosed, “Ok, there’s been times my wife’s gotten a little
frustrated with it, like you would expect you know? . . . She hangs in there with me. I
mean she understands.” Bobby shared her frustrations as he admitted, “I gotten frustrated
with it because it’s the thing where you got to make a choice: Do I go to the soccer
game? Or do I meet my team to study for the exam or the assignment we’ve got?” And
he saw the impact on his children as well. “My kids, they’re people too. They want to
see their daddy. . . Being a good father is the #1 thing for me.” As Bobby reflected upon
the demands the program had placed on his family, he explained:
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It’s more stressful on me because of the effect I know I’m having on my family
because I’m not there. You know, I’m a big supporter, an advocate for my
children and my wife and I’m putting strain on them. So that’s strain on me. But
we signed up for that. You know, we don’t look at ourselves as victims or
anything. We prepared for this. We’re not a victim of this program or anything
else. We’re going to power our way through it and that’s what we expect to
happen. . . . We’ll get through it.
Towards the end of our discussion Bobby envisioned life after completion of the
Executive MBA. Bobby said confidently, “I think it’ll provide more opportunities. . . .
For some folks, it’s ‘You’ve got that box checked’ [meaning the MBA has been
completed].” Bobby recalled a conversation with his boss about entering the Executive
MBA program. He remembered his boss saying to him, “Look, you know you need to
get this under your belt if you’re going to move higher in the organization.” Looking
back at that statement Bobby grasped, “You know, I understand that and I see why now.”
But Bobby was very emphatic that he did not expect nor want his career to advance
because “the box was checked” as he passionately explained:
I don’t want to get where I’m going because, “Well, he’s got a check. His MBA?
Check. Go ahead and give him his little promotion or whatever.” That’s not
[emphasized] the way I want to do it. The principle of how I move through my
career is important to me honestly. . . . I want to earn it. You know my dad taught
me that. That’s how he got where he was. That’s how you get respect from
people that you lead.
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Bobby concluded our discussion in a reflective manner. He shared how he
thought he would likely look back on his Executive MBA experience in the future:
I’ll look back and I’ll say that was a turning point in my career. . . . Not because I
checked the box of getting the degree, but because I learned something that
allowed me to solve problems and add to, you know, move the needle for the
company or in a way that got me to where I wanted to go that I wouldn’t have
been able to do before. . . . You know you get out of things what you put into
them.
Laura’s Experience. Laura moved from Russia to the United States in 2001.
She was Caucasian, 41-years-old, and married with one child who was also attending
college. Having already completed her PhD in Russia, Laura was an Assistant Professor
in a local higher education medical program. She had 13 years of experience primarily in
teaching and research. Laura was a member of the 2014 cohort.
Born and raised in Russia, Laura described the emphasis on high school education
in the Soviet Union. She said, “You wouldn’t get into college if you had no A’s and B’s.
The more A’s you have, the more chance you have of getting into college. And so the
emphasis was on high school education back in Soviet Union.” Completing her
undergraduate work in Russia, Laura explained, “Undergrad was easy for me.” She was
in a program that allowed her to complete her bachelor’s and Master degrees in five
years. And she excelled in the program. When she was recruited to pursue the PhD,
Laura described her decision as a “no-brainer”:
They [the school] connected me with a mentor who helped me with my undergrad
project. And I did a very small undergrad project for that portion. And then they
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offered, “If you wish to study further, we can take you on a PhD track.” And
that’s what I did.
Laura said, “I was very happy that I was finished with my PhD and I was looking
for a job” after she finished in 2000. Unfortunately, the job market in Russia was not
good at the turn of the millennium. Laura explained, “It was right after the collapse of
the Soviet Union so the economy was in complete chaos. It was very hard to actually
find a job.” Laura was eventually able to secure a Senior Scientist position at the All
Russian Academic Institution. She said, “The position was great but the money wasn’t
there. My salary was like 20 bucks a month?” Laura laughed at the shocked look on my
face. Laura describes how she decided to pursue employment in the United States:
That was the period of the brain drain for Russia when everybody who knew a
little bit could find a job overseas. I was in a wave of immigrants looking for a
better job, a better future, you know for me, for my family. And that’s how I
immigrated here. I found a job. I got an offer from [a medical school] and I only
came for a year as an exchange scientist to work and to see how it is in the United
States. Whether I would like it or not, you know, it was a big decision. So I came
for a year and, um, just by myself and I looked around and at the end of nine
months I went back – to Russia – and picked up my daughter and came back here.
Twelve years after coming to the United States to work in academia as an
Assistant Professor, Laura realized that she might not be completely finished with her
education. At work she said she was “pushed into adding additional authors onto my
paper who had nothing to do with the studies I was doing.” To say the least, this was
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discouraging to Laura. Looking for an outlet Laura said, “It wasn’t like I was completely
unhappy. It’s like, I felt like, ok I’m here. I need to do something else to grow further.”
Laura was also aware that funding for research was getting tighter and tighter in
higher education. She elaborated, “Research funding is running out and we now have to
bridge two different areas: How to bring more money into research and how to engage
more opportunities that are coming on the market like crowd sourcing.” Laura sighed, “If
my grant runs out tomorrow I’m out of a job.” So after she asked herself, “What will I do
next?” if funding ran out for her research, Laura told herself, “Ok, maybe I should look
into some MBA programs.”
Laura began looking at the MBA programs at Southern Oak University. Having
some interest in the MBA programs there, Laura called the Associate Dean to inquire
about the various programs. She said that she received an “immediate response and a
phone call” from the Associate Dean. In the conversation, he asked Laura what she was
specifically looking for in a MBA program. After explaining her situation and what she
was looking for, Laura said she was directed towards the Executive MBA program. The
Associate Dean immediately invited Laura to come to campus for an interview. Laura
describes the meeting:
So two days later, I interviewed [on campus] meeting [the Associate Dean and the
Program Manager] for lunch . . . Soon after we had that lunch, it only lasted an
hour, and, um, after that one hour [the Associate Dean] told me I was accepted.
So I didn’t have to wait because I was the very last student they accepted into the
program.
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When I asked Laura about the entrance exam requirement, she replied, “I didn’t
have to take GMAT or GRE because of my Ph.D. That made me feel great! I thought for
sure I would need to take some kind of assessment test and was thinking about
enrollment for 2014.” Enrollment in 2014 would have put Laura into the next cohort
which was the 2015 cohort. Laura was impressed by the efforts of the Associate Dean
and Program Manager to get her into the 2014 cohort. In a thankful manner, Laura said,
“I was accepted into EMBA on a quick notice, everything happened almost in a week. I
am forever grateful to the administrators and management of this program that they were
able to process my paperwork that quick.”
Laura enjoyed how the program kicked off with the event at the lake to get the
cohort started. She said, “It’s very good when you get away from your family and you
get away from your routine, your daily routine and you go out to the residency week.”
As a scientist who does not always have the opportunity to work in teams, Laura was
appreciative of the first class in the program. She shared, “You start with the leadership
class. I thought that was very, very interesting start and much needed start.” Later in the
interview Laura disclosed, “It’s also really different for me . . . working in the groups.
It’s no longer your project. It’s everyone’s project so you have to rely on people who you
are working with.” Expanding on that topic she laughed at herself when she admitted:
If we didn’t have that leadership class in the beginning, I probably would be much
harsher on my classmates especially my group mates. I would probably just
demand, demand, and demand from them. But, um, having that initial class in
leadership and how you would deal with people and how you have to understand,

137

you know, that not everybody is in the same type of situation like you are. So it
kind of really helped me.
Continuing to share with me how she had grown from that experience, Laura said:
What they taught me was more patience and more, um [searching for the right
word], mindfulness. And, um, listening more to their experiences. Not only to
look at, they taught me not to, uh, bring judgment. So, wait a little bit longer and
listen to everybody before you give your final decision on anything.
Perhaps due to her previous graduate school experience, Laura seemed prepared
for the challenge. “It’s a short program. It’s only a year and a half so you are expected to
work full-time and you are expected to have a full load and perform.” However, as Laura
worked through the program, she felt the pressure of balancing family, work, and school.
She explained, “On top of your family, on top of your regular work, you have to do so
many hours of studies.” She was fortunate that her teen-aged daughter had already
graduated from high school and was college when Laura entered the Executive MBA
program. Yet she felt that her new academic pursuit had affected her husband.
Who suffers the most from me being in the program? It is my husband because I
don’t give him much attention these days [laughing]. Me coming from work,
eating a little dinner, you know having very short conversation, “How was your
day?” Then me studying. . . . I feel like it’s my husband who is suffering.
Participation in the program also affected Laura at work as she shared, “It’s, um,
taken some time from work for sure. So I find myself trying to balance it much harder.”
Laura admitted that while at work she would find ways to wiggle in some school work.
“If I have a little window of opportunity where I can I stick in additional work for class,
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then I do it.” This even included working on her school work during her lunch time.
Laughing, she said, “My lunch hour? I no longer have that hour. Like 10 minutes for
lunch.”
Summarizing the effect of her balancing act with her family, work, and school,
Laura is laughed at herself as she said:
When I’m at work and I’m at home I engage my brain all the time and I have to
work and try to put 100% when I’m there. And then 5 p.m. rolls around and I
have to go to school. And then I have to perform there. And then at 10 p.m. I
have to go home and I open my book. And at that time it is complete madness.
There is nothing more that I can put into my brain. . . . Your brain needs some
breaks. And if you’re not leaving it completely blank, if you’re not meditating, if
you’re not letting your brain rest, there’s only so much you can push into that
little part of your body for storage.
Laura sighed as she reminisced about her old friends. Reflectively she said, “I am
missing a lot. I haven’t seen old friends of mine. I haven’t seen them in three or four
months because I don’t have time.” However, the cultivation of new friendships in the
program had provided a new social structure for Laura.
My EMBA girlfriends they’ve been so wonderful. We’ve kind of bonded
together. There are five of us in this program. And so we found new friends in
each other and we try to help each other. . . . And we just enjoy each other’s
company so much that we even take extra trips like we went to Nashville.
As we moved forward in the discussion, Laura began to tell me how she thought
the program was affecting her now and how she thought it may affect her in the future.
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With self-assurance she said that the program had “tremendously helped me to be more
[pause] certain about myself, to be very confident about myself.” The program also
appeared to have also softened Laura’s perfectionist approach. Laura shared, “Being in
this program has really helped me to understand that you really don’t have to be that
perfect all the time. . . . I think that is what’s really going to help me in the future.” She
also claimed that the program had changed her perspective at work. “Many of us who are
working, like everyday professionals, we don’t necessarily try to think from the top
down. We think laterally. But what this program does best is it makes you think
vertically.” Reflecting on how she thought she will look upon her Executive MBA
experience in the future, Laura said:
From perspective of people who have already gone through the program. . . . So
many of them, even though it’s been five or ten years, they say it’s been a
wonderful experience. . . . I think I will always have that wonderful experience
and, kind of like, fuzzy feeling about the program because of the learning
experience.
Mitchell’s Experience. Michael was a Director of Communications for a local
non-profit organization in the area. He was Caucasian, 36-years-old, and a member of
the 2014 cohort. He was also married with two young children and 13 years of work
experience that was primarily in the area of communications.
At the beginning of the interview, one of the first things Mitchell said about his
academic journey was “I don't know if ‘it's been a long way here’ [graduate school] is
right but certainly not something I would've always guessed I would've been doing.” He
explained that he was a “mediocre high school and, you know, elementary school student
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. . . . I was interested in other things. Primarily baseball, basketball, you know, other
things.” After high school, Mitchell attended junior college to play basketball. In junior
college he had an epiphany: “The 6’3” slow kid was not going to be playing basketball
forever. So I got more serious about my studies.”
Mitchell admitted, “I would always kind of, tend to tune out when I had teachers
who, uh, weren’t really adding anything or connecting with how I prefer to learn” during
his undergraduate studies. Michael professed that while he did not enjoy “mathematicalbased things” he particularly enjoyed subjects “where you were allowed to justify your
positions and argue certain points, things that were less black and white, and um, more
gray.” However, Mitchell struggled when things in school were not clicking:
I get frustrated in an academic setting. I get very frustrated very quickly when I
put even an hour of valuable time into something and I’m still not getting it. If it
doesn’t intuitively make sense to me very quickly, it’s a struggle for me
academically.
This challenge did not make Mitchell want to pursue more education after
completing his undergraduate studies. He explained, “When I finished undergraduate
studies, [graduate school] was not really on the radar. I was so happy to be done
[emphasized] with school for a while.” The relief of completing his undergraduate
studies was obvious in his tone and body language.
Reflecting back on his undergraduate journey – where he was a communications
major – he wished that his advisor would have guided him toward a business degree.
Mitchell said his advisor should have pulled him aside and said, “You’re a better than
average writer already so unless you’re really serious about being a journalist, if you
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think you might go into the corporate world, you might want to consider a business
background.” Although Mitchell acknowledged that graduate school “was not on the
immediate radar when I finished my undergraduate studies”, Mitchell later realized the
need to return to school to be “on more equal footing with senior level people in the
room, to be able to counsel them from a communications perspective but always keeping
the business objectives and how the business works in mind.”
Also, Mitchell perceived the value of a MBA in the workplace. Mitchell
observed, “You could tell that the company valued it. And I think the people who were
being promoted and being looked at as ‘risers’ . . . it was very clear that they [the
company] valued the MBA experience.” Mitchell knew his company offered tuition
reimbursement. Mitchell explained the resulting commitment for utilizing the tuition
reimbursement benefit. He shared, “I have a three year commitment to the organization
once I finish, but you know, they’re picking up the tab provided that I fulfill that
commitment. That was something that was also appealing to me.” Mitchell was
appreciative that his company understood the required commitment of his time to persist
in the program. Mitchell pointed out that it was important to have “the right employer
that would support what I was trying to do. Not only financially but from the time I
needed.”
Mitchell considered the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University
when he was exploring different MBA programs. He decided to apply and was quickly
accepted. When asked how he felt when he found out he was accepted in the program
Mitchell explained:
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[Sigh] I don’t know that it was like, you know, I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a
celebratory moment. I think it was – and I don’t mean this in an arrogant way at
all – but it was kind of an anti-climactic feeling though because I had pretty good
indications that I was going to be in the program. I think my first signal was the
fact that they didn’t make me take the entrance exams.
I followed up later with Mitchell concerning his thoughts about the entrance exam
waiver. Mitchell disclosed that he had “mixed feelings” about receiving the waiver.
Carefully, he explained:
On the one hand, as a working professional, I was relieved that I would not have
to invest the time needed to adequately prepare for an entrance exam. On the
other, it did give me some trepidation about whether I was entering the program
equipped to handle some of the courses that were more math intensive, which was
not my area of professional focus.
Mitchell began to have second thoughts once the reality of being accepted into the
program sank in. “I was happy to be accepted but then I think so, almost initially, almost
immediately the, uh, concerns started over. Is this the right time to do it?” After a brief
pause to reflect he said, “The only real hesitance I had about it was having two small
children.” Mitchell’s children were 2 years old and 11 months old respectively during his
Executive MBA experience.
In spite of his initial second thoughts, Mitchell began his journey in the Executive
MBA program. He quickly found that while the short duration of the program was
attractive, it had unrealized consequences. Mitchell sighed, “We’re compressing a lot of
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material into a very small time relatively speaking. . . . It’s almost impossible to absorb
everything.” Explaining further he said the program was:
[Big sigh] Fast. Fast paced. Um, nonstop. Um [pause] almost too fast. I think
one of the things that was interesting to me about the program that I thought was
an advantage at the time [emphasized] was the 17-month compressed timeframe
for the Executive MBA program. . . . The learning part of you wishes you had
more time.
In a frustrated tone Mitchell asked, “How do you pick out the things that you think you
need to know based on your experiences, your job, and where you see your career
heading versus what the instructor has in mind for teaching the course?” He added, “If I
just wanted to ‘get through it’ for the piece of paper and that was the objective, it would
be a lot less stressful.”
The stress, pace, and load of the program not only affected Mitchell’s learning
experience, it also affected him at work, at home, and socially. Mitchell explained
“Having a job that has a lot of responsibility with it and then again, the family
obligations, uh, it’s been hard to keep up.” In order to keep up, he said his life required
restructuring and he had to accept being continuously tired as a consequence. Describing
the situation as “nonstop”, Mitchell said, “It’s, it is a, uh [pause] very intense kind of
pressure-packed timeframe.”
At work Mitchell found himself “doing some of the school stuff during the day.
You know if I have brief breaks. If I have, uh, a half hour block where I don’t have a
meeting. Um, I may spend it on that time.” In addition he said:
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I’m giving up a lot of things that I could be pushing forward at work. . . . I’m
having to give up pushing on things with the hope or the trust that things I’m
learning now will make the things I want to push on in the future more effective.
At home, the situation was not much different. “I’ll try to go home and
depending on how I’m feeling do this for at least a few hours a night and, you know, I
wake up the next day and I arrive at work with less energy.” And that time working on
school while at home also took away time from his family:
I have two small kids that I don’t see as much now. I’ve tried to structure it, how
I go about work and how I go about getting things done, um, to minimize that as
much as possible. But, you know, that taxing on me [emphasized], which is fine
because I’d rather have it taxing on me than miss, you know, two years of their
lives [a frustrated laugh at himself]. . . . Probably more acutely it’s affected my
wife.
Socially, Mitchell said, “Yeah, I really don’t have much of a social life. . . . We
just don’t have time.” Exhaling heavily with an exasperating blow he shared, “Its work,
school, home, work, school, home. . . Unless our parents come down for the weekend and
give us a break, there’s not a lot of, uh, extracurricular social activity going on right
now.” Mitchell and his wife recently moved into the community. Therefore, they do not
have their social network fully developed.
As Mitchell reflected on life as an adult learner with the challenges of work,
home, and school he said, “Life as an adult learner is more complex for than it was for
me in my mid-20’s when I was single and no kids and stuff.” But he also realized there
were some benefits to being an adult learner. Mitchell rationalized, “I have so much
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more experience to fall back on and think about applying learnings.” He was also
appreciative of the adult learners in his cohort when he said, “I’m also surrounded by
people who are here for the right reasons.” Describing how his cohort was working
through the program together he said, “The team aspect of it has been very advantageous
. . . One of the stronger points of the program is the very deliberate way they go about
pairing the people up, uh, to complement each other’s experience.” He added, “We’re
really trying to get through this stuff together and discussing it and learning from each
other.”
However, he shared a little frustration about not being treated like an adult learner
on occasion. Mitchell shared an instance when one of his online professors came to a
class to chastise them about not keeping up with the online lectures:
If we’re here and we’re shelling out money or our organizations are shelling out
money, um, assume that we’re here for the right reasons and we don’t need to be
kind of chased after quite as much? In terms of catching up with course material,
things like that, especially when it hasn’t shown that it is going to be directly
impactful in terms of how we’re being evaluated or what we’re supposed to be
learning.
Mitchell contemplated how completing the Executive MBA program would
impact his future. Discussing the different “tools” he has learned about and collected in
the program he said:
I think that’s what we’re learning to do here through all these different tools is
you know, “what can I borrow from over here? What can I borrow from over
here? What can I borrow from here? How can I use these things?” . . . I
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understand the principles in play and it might get me a different way of thinking
how I make this case. How I look at the numbers and translate that into a real
business impact.
Expanding that thought, Mitchell realized, “I can look at numbers that people are
presenting and I can judge them in a whole entirely different way [emphasized] than I
ever did before.” Mitchell was proud that he was now “able to read the company
financials and not having to have it spoon fed to me.” He believed his Executive MBA
experience would enable him “to have a more informed and credible voice.” He also
thought his experience would provide “an opportunity to even do either a wider scope or
different things in the organization.” Anticipating career growth he said:
As I move up the ranks . . . it’s going to be every bit as much about working
across with partners and helping understand their business objectives and translate
those and help them think about new ways to achieve what they’re trying to
achieve through what I do.
With the potential of moving into a senior leadership position in the future, Mitchell
concluded, “If I were to ever rise to the level of a CEO of a mid, small, big company . . . I
[will] have an appreciation of everybody else’s viewpoint in the room.”
Jackson’s Experience. Jackson was a Plant Manager at a local textile
manufacturing facility. He was Caucasian, 43-years-old, married, and had two children.
He had 25 years of experience in manufacturing and plant management. Jackson was a
member of the 2014 cohort.
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Jackson joined the workforce immediately after high school. After being in the
workforce, Jackson pursued post-secondary education as a working adult. His
undergraduate journey was very non-traditional as a result:
I guess my academic journey was a little different than a normal, traditional
student. Um, [pause], whenever I got out of high school, I mean, I pretty much
went to work for the people I work for today. . . . I kind of worked my way up in
the company going to community college. . . I’d take classes and decide I was
going to do something else. . . . Not really with a good direction I guess. Um, so I
probably ended up with 70 or 80 hours towards an associate’s degree but I didn’t
have a degree.
While attending community college Jackson worked his way up in the
organization. He was gaining more and more responsibilities as he moved up in the
organization as well. However, when he considered the progress of his educational
pursuits Jackson realized, “Ok, I’m kinda stuck. I’m not going anywhere.” This lead
Jackson to seek a path to persistence. He found a local university that had an accelerated
program in Organizational Leadership tailored for adult learners. He was able to
complete his bachelor’s degree through that program while working full time. Thinking
back on that experience he said, “It’s been a long time ago and I really haven’t reflected
on it. Um, it was a great experience. It was a lot like what we are going through with the
EMBA program. Um, it was a team atmosphere.”
Jackson said the completion of his bachelor’s “helped accelerate me to that next
level.” And while successful completion of his undergraduate education briefly
prompted thoughts of a Master degree, he said, “At the time I didn’t feel like it was really
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that important. . . I had just gotten out of school. Um, I had two young kids at home. I
just wanted to take a break for a while.” When asked about his thoughts of attending
graduate school following his break Jackson explained, “You know how it is. You get
busy with work and life and you know your family and it gets put off and put off” adding
that graduate school was now “not so attractive.”
However, as Jackson grew in his career, his company became more interested his
individual development for higher-level positions. Jackson said his employer was “high
on education” and they “want you doing some kind of continuing education, I guess,
most of the time.” Jackson described how his company’s succession planning led him to
the pursuit of the MBA degree:
I’ve kind of moved up in the company, um, and they’re looking, um, for down the
road, who is going to be taking over the reins of the company in an upper
management position. And so they’re doing some planning, um, of their
executive team and they approached me about going to and getting my EMBA.
Jackson was not considering graduate school prior to this feedback from his
employer. However, his employer’s interest in his professional development encouraged
Jackson. Because of that encouragement, Jackson began to consider the pursuit of an
Executive MBA. He said, “Once they approached me about doing it, um, I mean I was
really excited about it. Um, I looked at several schools.”
Jackson found and compared several Executive MBA programs in the state. After
his review of several programs, he decided to apply to Southern Oak University’s
Executive MBA program. Jackson claimed, “Looking at what this program has to offer
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and talking to some, um, you know some students that were in it last year, um, I just felt
like it was a good fit for me.”
Jackson completed his application and interview for the program. However, he
was pleased to discover that the entrance exam was waived. Jackson explained, “I was
relieved that I didn’t have to take an entrance exam just because it sped up the application
process.” When I inquired why he did not have to take the entrance exam Jackson says,
“[The Associate Dean] waived the entrance exam based on my work experience. The way
he and [the Program Manager] described it, this is a common practice for applicants that
have years of experience in the work force.” As Jackson reflected more on the entrance
exam waiver he shared:
I’m glad I did not have to take the entrance exam because I truly don’t know that I
would have passed it and as a result, I might not have been accepted into the
program. However, if the school wants to retain the credibility of the EMBA
program, I lean towards all applicants taking the exam, just to make sure they are
truly prepared for the program. I’m not sure it should be looked upon as a
pass/fail, but maybe analyzed to see if the applicants need some assistance in
certain areas.
As the discussion of the application process was winding down Jackson smiled
and said, “I applied, got accepted, and here I am.” Jackson laughed to himself at the end
of the statement. When I asked how he felt when he found out he was accepted into the
program, Jackson paused. Then he said, “I was kind of, a little surprised I guess?”
Laughing at what he just said he retracted slightly and explained, "I mean, I shouldn’t
have said that. I wasn’t surprised. But I was excited I guess I should say.”
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The program opened with a residency week for the cohort at a nearby lake.
Jackson immediately realized he would have to make a very serious commitment to be
successful in the program. Describing guidance from one of the professors, Jackson said:
One of our professors said if you’re not in here, if you’re not in the EMBA
program because you signed up for it 100% whole-heartedly, um, you shouldn’t
be in here and it’s going to be real tough for you. I thought, “Man, you’re
speaking to me!” because I wanted to be in here but also my company wanted me
to be in here. It wasn’t like I went to my company and said, “Hey, I want to go do
this.”
However, Jackson found comfort in the cohort model. Describing how his cohort
clicked during that week, he recalled that the Associate Dean and the Program Manager
commented on how well and how quickly their cohort bonded together. This bond
appeared to strengthen as the cohort traveled through the program. Jackson said, “I’m
pretty much connected with the whole class. The teams were divided [and] you really
make a more personal connection with those people.”
Jackson was appreciative of his professors. He said the professors in the program
“really do care about us and want to see us succeed in this program and want to help us in
any way that that they can.” Yet it seemed that he was even more appreciative of his
classmates in the cohort. Jackson shared some insight of his cohort’s cooperative spirit
as he said, “The people in my cohort are, not just in my team but in the whole program,
are just so supportive. Uh, they don’t only want to succeed, they want the whole class to
succeed.” He described the benefits of this cooperative spirit:
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You learn as much from your fellow students as you do your teachers sometimes.
Um, I mean we’ll have study sessions or we’ll meet outside of class and you
know, just, just making those connections and those relationships and learning
about what they’re doing and what they, you know, how they apply what we’re
learning. Um, a lot of times it’s a lot more real-world than what the teachers, to
me, than to what the teachers are teaching us out of the textbook.
Jackson shared a specific example of a classmate who demonstrated this spirit. One of
the other participants in this study, Janice, had been facilitating study sessions for the
class. It was noteworthy that Janice was not part of Jackson’s team. Jackson shared:
Janice held a study session for the final that we’re having tonight. She put
together problems for us. I mean she’s doing what the teacher’s doing over and
above. She doesn’t have to do this. But, you know, they [classmates] care that
much about what’s going on and want everybody to succeed.
These outside of class study sessions are in addition to the time required to attend
class. Jackson described the support that his employer provided for the pursuit of his
Executive MBA degree. He explained, “They’ve been very forgiving whenever I needed
to take off from work for studies or, um, for tests that were coming up or, um, for
whatever need be.” And that forgiveness appeared to be already paying off for his
company as Jackson claimed, “What I’m learning, I’m already applying.”
Jackson knew from the start that his employer would be supportive of his
Executive MBA pursuits. However, he was concerned that his home life would be
negatively affected. Jackson disclosed a discussion with his family that occurred prior to
his acceptance into the Executive MBA program:
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When we discussed and talked about it as a family, um, and one of the children
was like, “No, I don’t you...” My son didn’t want me to do it. You know,
“you’re going to be doing this while I’m doing this and you’re not going to be
there.” But my daughter was like “Well you’re going to miss some of my stuff
but we want you to do it.” And then my wife was the same way. She was very
supportive. So, it’s been good.
With the mixed blessing from his family, Jackson proceeded on his Executive MBA
journey. Jackson sighed as he reflected on the impact of his participation in the program
on his family:
My family’s been real supportive. Um, if anything it’s probably negatively
impacted me as far as taking time away from my family. The kids are 14 and 13
so they’re very active and very busy right now. . . . Yeah, so it’s taken a lot of
time away from them.
But it seemed that Jackson was most concerned that the biggest impact was on his wife.
Nervously, he said:
It’s probably put a lot of stress on my wife [nervous laughter]. ‘Cause she’s
running kids all over the place, where, uh, you know, used to, we’d kind of split
those, uh, those jobs up or those activities up between us. But, you know, we
made it work.
Jackson was experiencing the balancing act of family, work, and school. Life as
an adult learner seemed to be a precarious balancing act for him. But being an adult
learner did appear to have some benefits. Jackson explained:
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You got more real-world experience. Whenever you’re learning this stuff, you
can actually relate to how it’s going to affect you and how you’re going to apply it
once you get back to work. Whereas if you’re a traditional student straight out of
high school going into a program like this, you’re not going to have that
experience to fall back on.
Having shared his experiences in the Executive MBA program, the conversation
shifted to future tense as Jackson anticipated his post-EMBA life. Confidently he said,
“What I’m learning here is really going to help me in the future for where I’m going
specifically with this company.” He felt that the program was “preparing me for
whatever the next chapter of my life is. . . It’s going to accelerate me to that next level.”
As the Plant Manager, Jackson said he often deferred to senior leaders in the organization
for key decisions in the business. He explained, “I’m looking at, you know, my boss and
upper management to make those critical decisions for the company.” Jackson seemed
the see the impact of his education on his decision making abilities and potential career
growth. Jackson predicted, “In the future, I’m going to be one of those ones making
those critical decisions.”
As Jackson reflected back on his cohort experience, he anticipated the benefits of
the relationships he developed in his Executive MBA cohort. He realized that he would
have access to newly formed connections and expertise in the future. Confidently
Jackson said, “I wouldn’t hesitate to pick up the phone or send an email and ask them a
question or discuss an issue.” That lack of hesitation to ask for help was the result of his
newly developed confidence. Jackson disclosed, “One of my weaknesses, I guess, is
confidence in myself. . . Confidence just to meet new people and carry on those
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conversations when I don’t know somebody very well. Uh, this program has definitely
[emphasized] improved my confidence.” With anticipation in his voice, Jackson
concluded, “I think 10 years from now looking back . . . I’m gonna say, ‘That’s where my
life changed.’”
Charles’ Experience. A United States Army veteran, Charles was a front-end
operations professional at a local cancer clinic. He was Caucasian, 32-years-old, and
married with one child. Although he was one of the younger participants in the study,
Charles had 10 years of work experience which included his military service. He was a
member of the 2014 cohort.
Opening the interview, Charles quickly disclosed, “Really, I didn’t put as much
effort as I should have in high school for whatever reason, um, young, um whatever, I
didn’t care about academics that much.” It appeared that academics were not a focus in
the household where Charles grew up. He explained, “For whatever reason my parents
didn’t focus on school. They were divorced. So I had a single mom raising me and my
sister. Um, academics were just not a big part of what she stressed.”
After graduating high school, Charles was concerned that attending college would
be a waste his family’s money. His concern was driven in his lack of interest in attending
college. So after college, Charles chose to serve in the United States. As he reflected on
that decision he summarized, “However much worldly knowledge you have at 17, that’s
what I thought I should do before I started any college.”
So Charles began his Army journey where he had the opportunity to grow and
develop as a young adult. When he completed his military service, Charles was ready to
pursue his undergraduate degree. But he did not want to go to college for college’s sake.
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He explained, “I wanted to spend four years on something that I enjoyed doing.” Charles
said that he had no interest in business or finance for his undergraduate studies. As he
considered subjects that he enjoyed, Charles realized, “I’m a history buff so I chose that.
Um, applied myself in college, um, graduated summa cum laude.”
Following the completion of his bachelor’s degree, Charles then completed a
Master in the healthcare administration. Charles discovered, “I realized this [higher
education] was something I enjoyed. This was something I liked and something that I’m
good at. . . . I worked, I went to school, and that was it.” After completing his first
Master degree, Charles focused on his career and also got married. However, the itch to
go back to school returned. Charles said, “I realized I was bored again with just work, I
had all this free time on my hands, so then I was like, ok, I started researching and getting
into it again.”
However, Charles did not want to have an extended journey to complete his
second Master degree. “I wanted to get on a path where it was done in a year and a half.
You know, I didn’t want to drag it out another three years.” Yet, he also wanted to
participate in a challenging program. Charles stated, “I wanted to be with people who
would challenge me. And I wanted the instructors that were going to challenge me.” But
for Charles, it was not only about completing the degree quickly or being with challenged
by his peers and the program. At a much deeper level, he yearned to belong to a group.
Charles believed that he missed out on something during his undergraduate and his first
graduate school experience. He shared:
I didn’t go through undergrad as an 18 to 22 year old. So I wanted a group that I
could experience the journey with. I didn’t really have college buddies you
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know? Um, so what sold me on the Executive MBA program was a bunch of
people in my situation, who obviously have the same interests as I do, um, going
through it together as a team. That’s why I chose the Executive [MBA].
At the time he was considering applying for the Executive MBA program at
Southern Oak University, his boss was Janice. Her experiences in the Executive MBA
program were shared earlier. Charles said he and Janice “kind of challenged each other”
to pursue an MBA degree. That challenge led them to the Executive MBA program as
members of the 2014 cohort.
Charles described how he felt when he was accepted into the Executive MBA
program at Southern Oak University. He shared, “To be honest I felt great at first. Um,
knowing after the fact, I, I don’t know who they turn away? So that kind of, um, is
questioning to me.” Sounding a little disappointed he elaborated, “But after the fact,
knowing that this is somewhat of a business for the university, that kind of, that kind of
toned it down a little bit.”
Charles’ concerns regarding the threshold to entry into the program were realized
after the first couple of semesters in the program. Referring to one of his teammates,
Charles expressed about the abilities of one of his classmates. He explained, “There were
red flags before, um, even from the first week [at the lake] but, you know, I try to not
judge a book by its cover.” He provided more insight about this classmate:
There are people that they accept that probably shouldn’t be accepted. . . There’s
a person on my team who probably should not be in this program. Um, I don’t
know how he got accepted into this program as far as what’s on paper what they
need. Um, but somehow, he’s in.
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In spite of his concerns regarding the threshold to entry and the perceived under
performance of one of his teammates, Charles still seemed very satisfied with his cohort.
Complimenting his classmates as he asserted, “The people in this program [are] really
what makes it a game changer from other, I guess, other programs I could say.” In a
thoughtful tone he said, “It humbles me right now. . . . People think they’re very smart
until they get with a, you know, a very intelligent person that’s on the same team or in the
same classroom.” The good bond between the classmates seemed to allow the cohort to
feed off of each other in the classroom. Charles expressed, “I love how people challenge
each other. . . . I don’t think there’s anyone in the class that [everyone] just doesn’t like.”
The colloquial relationship within the cohort seemed to provide support within the group:
You’ll have some people that complain more but looking across the room they
have just as much responsibility as I do at work . . . we’re in it together. You
know, so knowing that and knowing that you’re not alone in this and that you’ve
got other people to lean on and strengths and everything like that, that’s what
makes it good.
Charles reflected on the relationships that he had developed in his cohort. In a hopeful
tone, Charles said, “I’ve made some good friends here that I think I will keep.”
Charles was also complimentary of the faculty in the program. Using his
undergraduate and first Master experiences as a comparison, Charles praised the faculty
as he said, “The instructors seem to really put in more effort.” Yet, he did admit that this
was not true for all of his professors in the program. He explained, “For the most part,
80% of the time the instructors are going that extra mile that they don’t go that I’ve
experienced with my bachelor’s degree and even in my first Master degree.” He did not
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elaborate on the other 20% as he seemed more focused on the positive experiences with
the faculty in the program.
Other than taking time away from work, it seemed as though Charles’
participation in the program was having very little negative impact on his work life. His
only remotely negative comment was “I can’t stay at work until eight o’clock at night.
You know?” Following that statement, Charles quickly recovered and said, “My boss
understands that. Um, and he’s supportive. Uh, I’ve got to go home and I’ve got to dig
in [to school work].” Overall at work, Charles claimed, “It hasn’t affected me negatively
at all. Um, if anything I have an eye on the prize.”
The impact at home was minimal as well. His wife already had her PhD. Charles
said this made her empathetic to his commitment. In a matter-of-fact manner Charles
claimed, “She’s been here, done that. She understands the commitment it takes. . . .
She’s proud. She understands and she doesn’t add stress to me.”
Charles’ focus on his academic pursuits did not seem to have negatively affected
his social life either. He pointed out that he was “not a club-scene guy . . . I’d rather be
at home doing this stuff than out drinking at a club.” However, Charles did enjoy his
cohort’s “work hard, play hard” approach. “We work really hard in the classroom and I
think after every class, Thursday and Saturday, there’s always of group [sic] who goes
out and drinks. . . . That’s a good experience.”
The interview moved on to Charles’ thoughts of life after the Executive MBA. ,
Charles was very reflective and introspective during this portion of his interview. He
reflected, “I think looking back this is going to be the last hoorah of everything. Kind of
like a culmination. . . . This is going to be the cherry on top and one thing I’ll be most
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proud of.” As he contemplated what he might say about his Executive MBA experience
in the future, he predicted, “I would say I’m glad I didn’t rest on my laurels and was ok
with what I’d already accomplished.” Charles sighed and said with a sense of nostalgia,
“I think I’m going to miss it. Um, [reflective pause] I’m sure I’ll keep up with the friends
we’ve made here.”
Terry’s Experience. A United States Marine Reserves veteran, Terry worked in
the Office of Government Relations and Public Policy at Southern Oak University. From
the 2014 cohort, Terry was the only African American male who volunteered to
participate in the study. Single with no children, Terry was the youngest participant in
the study. He was 31-years-old with 12 years of prior work experience including his
military service.
Terry joined the Marine Corps Reserves immediately after high school. He
reported to his unit in New Orleans, Louisiana immediately after boot camp. Terry
enrolled in a college course while in New Orleans. However, after being told by his
commander that they would being deployed to Iraq soon, Terry returned home and waited
for the deployment call. As Terry waited for the deployment call to go to Iraq, he began
working full-time in a trucking company. He said, “And a semester went by . . . Messed
around there and ended up going to Iraq like a year later.”
Returning home following his deployment to Iraq, Terry went back to work at the
trucking company. Terry’s desire to go back to college to returned. He said he was
“pretty determined to get back on track to go to college” and decided to break the news to
his boss.

Terry describing how he approaches his boss to break the news:
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I went to my boss one day and I said, “Hey, you know, I’m going to go to college.
I’m sorry.” And he was like “great!” You know, give me a chance to hire
somebody to replace you or work a minimum of 35 hours and keep your
insurance and come in when you want to and leave when want to and have a nice
day, you know?
Surprised at the reaction but happy for the opportunity, Terry continued to work at the
trucking company as he attended college part-time. Terry explained his routine with
work, school, and his military obligations:
That fall, I started going to college in the daytime. And [pause] I went to college
in the daytime, worked at nights, and I was in the Marine Corps Reserves one
weekend a month, two weeks in the summer, which was more like three weeks in
the summer.
Terry had developed an interest in politics as he attended college part-time. This
interest led Terry to seek and secure an opportunity to intern for a local politician who
was running for a Senate seat in Congress. Terry said that he treated the opportunity
“like it was a job. Didn’t think twice of it. But it kind of stood out, the work ethic I got
from the military in addition to working at a company with all older people.” However,
during this time he was “still working . . . still going to college in the daytime, still doing
the Marine Corps.” With all of these activities in his life Terry realized, “I want to work
in government.”
The desire to work in government diverted Terry from his educational pursuit
once again. Terry began developing his political network. This effort paid off as Terry
was approached with an opportunity to work for a local Congressman. With an election
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year on the horizon, Terry accepted a job as the Congressman’s Deputy Campaign
Manager. Terry said, “I wasn’t in college during the campaign time and in the fall when
he offered me a job. . . I was a special assistant . . . I hadn’t graduated from college.”
But the grind of supporting the Congressman eventually took its toll. Terry said,
“I was with the [the Congressman] every day, you know, 10, 12 hours a day minimum.
Seven days a week. I was a very grueling 2008 campaign.” Terry reflected, “I realized
that, you know, this job could end. It was a political appointment. What’s next for me?
So I knew I needed to go back to college.” He also recalled thinking:
My grandmother always wanted me to go to college. . . . So I started taking a
college class, one college class, um, at night time because I was still grinding it
out working for the congressman. And, you know, I ended up graduating while
having a full-time job.
As Terry reflected on his time working in politics he complained, “I didn’t need a
college degree to do what I was doing.” In an attempt to better understand what Terry
meant by that statement, I comment, “It sounds like you were encouraged to go get your
undergrad to . . .” when Terry interrupted and said, “Box checked.” The “box checked”
comment represented the completion of a college degree.
Terry was working in Washington, D.C. for the Congressman after the completion
of his undergraduate work. He said, “I traveled to DC back and forth but I wanted to live
there. But I could never find anything that would pay me what I needed so I didn’t move
there.” This led Terry back to his hometown and to a position at Southern Oak
University.

162

While attending a formal event for the university, Terry was approached by a
prominent, local business man. The businessman asked Terry, “Why haven’t you
enrolled in grad school?” Terry replied, “You know, I was thinking about it. Do my
MBA and get into real estate development.” The businessman encouraged Terry to
contact the Associate Dean of the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak saying,
“Well, call [the Associate Dean] tomorrow.” Terry contacted the Associate Dean via
email the next day. Terry said he was immediately asked by the Associate Dean to come
in and interview for the program. Terry laughed as he said the meeting “was on a
Monday and I was accepted into the MBA program Friday.”
I inquired further about why he decided to apply for the Executive MBA program
and how he felt when he was accepted. Terry elaborated and in his answer he shared
some deeply rooted perceived barriers. The “box checked” perspective began to make
sense:
I wanted to be in real estate development. And long story short, you know, real
estate development you don’t have to, um, have a college degree to do it. But if
you want to work for a major company, you need to have a college degree. And
[pause] white boys can get away with things that black boys can’t do in the south.
In order to play ball you necessarily have to have, you have to be credentialed.
As we jokingly say you have to have, um, letters behind your name to have
certain affirmations especially in the south. . . . In the African-American
community, there’s a perception that you have to have all these alphabets behind
your name in order to be accepted.
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Terry believed that he “really didn’t need the MBA” based on his work and
military leadership experience. He shared, “I applied because I felt like I need that boxed
checked on my resume in order to do real estate development.” Smirking as he
explained, “In order to do ‘box checked,’ in order to put together a deal before somebody,
I need to have certain credentials in order to make them feel amenable to give me 5
million dollars to do a project.” With this mindset, Terry embarked upon his Executive
MBA journey.
The Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University started with the
residency week at the lake. During this residency week, Terry was injured during a
volleyball game. Terry explained, “We were at [the lake] and [sic] somebody stepped on
my Achilles tendon playing volleyball and tore it.” That injury led to three surgeries for
Terry and had a significant impact on his academic performance:
I’ve had three surgeries in the middle of the program. I don’t believe in giving
up. You know, I just got on academic probation this semester. . . . I had all B’s
and one C, which I don’t think is bad, but that gets you probation in grad school.
But, you know, it’s about perseverance for me and it’s the doggedness of actually
completing it.
Terry’s sense of self-reliance was evident as he reflected upon his difficulties in
working through the program while having multiple surgeries. He claimed, “I’m selftaught. I can read a book and do my own research and figure out stuff and hold my own.
And have held my own throughout life in that capacity.” While he was struggling
academically, Terry still had confidence in his ability to preserve. Comparing his
situation to fellow classmates, he found inspiration from another member of his cohort.
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Terry’s confidence in the face of academic probation and his self-reliance was evident as
he explained:
For the women in class who are mothers, like Janice, to be a mother, a
superwoman in class, changed jobs all that. I’m like, if she can do it, and these
folks got like two or three children and are doing all of this, I got a little pain, I
can pop another pill [pain pill for post-surgery recovery], I mean I’ll eventually be
here but I will sure as hell pick up the high points and by time the pain goes away,
you know, play catch up.
Terry seemed slightly agnostic when it came to his perception of the faculty in the
program. In both of the non-participant observations, Terry was not very engaging in the
classes. In the interview Terry said, “There’s some fantastic teachers. Um. And there
are some bad teachers.” He provided an example of a fantastic teacher in the program
who had gained his respect. Terry claimed, “One fantastic teacher is [Dr. S] . . . She used
to be a CFO, Comptroller, and a lot of other things then she got into academia.” He
appeared to view [Dr. S] as someone worthy of intellectual engagement and he
occasionally interacted with the professor during the non-participant observation.
However, Terry also provided a contrasting example of a professor who was
obviously one of the “bad teachers” he referred to earlier:
There were other people like [Dr. A] who, you asked him questions and [he says]
“it’s in the book!” . . . Don’t just tell me “it’s in the book.” Give me the benefit of
the doubt. I’ve already read it. “No, it’s in the book” [says the teacher]. [Terry
counters saying] Show me in the book. Can’t find it in the book.
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[Teacher’s

response] “Oh, let me explain it to you.” [Exasperated, Terry says] Why? Why
did we just go through that when we could’ve said, “Here it is?”
However, Terry claimed that he did not have an adversarial view of the professors
in the program overall. Terry explained, “There are a lot of people [professors] who are
more concerned about you taking away skillsets and applying to real world than
somebody who is just going through the motions and teaching you and getting out of
there.” From his perspective, the good professors seemed to outweigh the bad professors.
Yet, in describing his experience in the Executive MBA program, Terry talked the most
about those who he considered to be bad professors.
The discussion shifted to Terry’s experiences in the program as an adult learner.
He said, “It’s about scarcity. It's about scarcity of time.” During Terry’s experience in
the Executive MBA program, his time was exasperated by leadership changes at the
university. He explained the effect of those leadership changes on his job, his time, and
his level of participation in the Executive MBA program:
For me it’s a very challenging time because I went from . . . an old President to a
new President. Learning the cultural norms of that new President. . . . So all of
that going on and while at school, what I mean by that is that you have new
cultural norms. You’re reapplying for your job basically. . . . And probably it was
the worse decision I made at that time to be in school and at work to have the
changes at work. Something I couldn’t change. . . . So it’s been challenging in
that aspect, you know? Time management and making sure that, one, I still have
a job at the end of the day. I can drop out of the EMBA program. I need a job,
you know?
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The impact of the surgeries, recovery time, leadership changes at work, and his
Executive MBA pursuit has also had a tremendous influence on Terry’s social life. He
said, “Um, I don’t go out. I get invites to attend things all the time. I stopped attending
events and functions. I just withdrew altogether.” This is further complicated as Terry
disclosed:
And [pause] I don’t drink. So, there’s a lot of drinking in our class. I don’t drink.
I can maximize my time trying to make money. Trying to put real estate deals on
the side. Trying to put together proformas. Trying to make money. I don’t want
to go drinking. I don’t want to socialize. . . . I don’t want to arrogantly say I don’t
need any more friends, but I’m good on friends.
On the surface, Terry’s drive to succeed in his professional endeavors seem to be
an impediment to developing new friendships in the program. However, Terry later
revealed that this was not really the situation. Terry admitted, “So, sad to say you know,
I probably need better social skills with people in my age group. I want more friends
who are my age. And being brutally honest, but sometimes I don’t know how to
connect.” Terry’s inability to connect appears to be rooted in some type of internal
conflict or dilemma as he explained the dynamics of his cohort:
We’re competitive in our own but if somebody didn’t understand something, we’d
all stop. We’re very collegial. You know, probably I’m the outlier. Very
collegial, very together as a group, you know, looking to make connections and
stuff. I really don’t want any more damn friends but [pausing as this statement
was under his breath slightly], you know, it’s a true group. It’s a true collective.
And I really do appreciate that and love that about the group.

167

As the discussion shifted to how the program will affect his future, Terry aired,
“Education’s been something, not as a means to an end, but just kind of a justification to
an end.” Yet Terry did admit, “There are some things that I have learned in the MBA
program that are very helpful.” Terry says he really liked the Accounting class as he
described the classes that he felt were the most beneficial to him. He also said he liked
the Finance class but that professor “was one of those [who said], ‘Read it in the book!’”
Although Terry enjoyed both the Accounting and the Finance class, it was evident that
his experiences in those classes were shaped more from the professors’ teaching styles
than the classes or the subjects themselves.
As our discussion neared the end, I asked Terry, “In your experience with the
EMBA program, you’ve used the phrase . . .” and before I can finish the question, once
again Terry blurts, “Box checked.” Elaborating Terry declared, “Checking the box. So
when I go apply for a job, it like, “Hey, that box is checked over there. But let’s talk
about what value I can bring to your company.”
Summary
This chapter shared the experiences of each participant in the study. In order to
set the context of the experiences, a description of the university and the Executive MBA
program were provided. The demographics of the participants were disclosed. True to
the methodology of narrative inquiry, each participant’s words and perspectives were
used as much as possible in the description of their experiences. Now that the
participants’ experiences have been presented, the findings of the study are shared in
Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5
Findings
Creswell (2007) said that in a case study, the researcher sets the context of the
case, creates a description of the case, analyzes the data for specific themes, and then
provides the interpretation or assertion from the data resulting in a “holistic analysis” (p.
245). Chapter 4 Experiences of the Participants provided the context and description of
the case along with the experiences of the individual participants. Narratives of the
experiences were developed and written from significant statements and observations that
were found in the data collection methods. The data collected to develop the narratives
included individual interviews, non-participant observations, and document reviews. The
development of the narratives utilized the first three of Yin’s (2011) five steps for data
analysis.
The first phase was compiling. In this phase the data that consisted of transcribed
interviews, non-participant observations, and document review were organized by these
categories in a 3”, 3-ring notebook. The second phase was disassembly which included
the identification of significant statements in the transcripts, observations, and document
reviews without coding the statements. During the reassembly phase the significant
statements identified in the disassembly phase were organized in an Excel spreadsheet.
The significant statements in the spreadsheet were then organized by research question,
interview question, participant, and data source such as interview, observation, or
document review. This process of reassembly aided in the writing of the individual
participant narratives which represented the end of the reassembly phase.
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Yin (2011) said that it is not unusual for a researcher to repeat some steps of the
data analysis process. This occurred following the completion of the narratives of the
participants’ experiences. At this point, the process reverted to the disassembly phase.
The second disassembly included the identification and coding of significant statements
that were contained within the individual participant narratives. Reassembly occurred as
those statements were coded and categorized. The categories were then reviewed,
arranged, and analyzed before being grouped based on the similarities or relationships of
the categories. Analyzing the category groupings led to the emergence of themes. The
emergence of themes represented the interpretation phase of the data analysis. This
thematic analysis process yielded a total of four themes. A table depicting this data
analysis process is included as Appendix F. The themes that emerged from this
analytical process were:
1. The undergraduate and professional experiences that lead adult learners to
the Executive MBA program vary significantly.
2. Adult learners’ experiences in the Executive MBA program are shaped by
their disposition towards learning, the interpersonal dynamics of their
cohort, and the adult learners’ expectations of the program.
3. Adult learners make short-term sacrifices in almost all areas of their lives
in order to successfully persist in the Executive MBA program.
4. Adult learners anticipate personal and/or career growth as a result of their
experiences in the Executive MBA program.
These themes serve as the findings of the study. As a single, instrumental case
study, these findings are limited to the case. Therefore they are not generalizable to other
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Executive MBA programs. In this chapter, each of these themes are discussed and
connected to the literature. The chapter concludes with a brief summary.
Theme 1: The undergraduate and professional experiences that lead adult learners
to the Executive MBA program vary significantly.
The adult learners in this study had various undergraduate and professional
experiences. Some had traditional undergraduate experiences while others had
untraditional undergraduate experiences. A couple of the adult learners had already
completed graduate school in other disciplines. Additionally, their professional
experiences were diverse. The adult learners in the study came from the health care
industry, sales management, real estate, manufacturing, and higher education. Their roles
at their place of employment varied from staff-level positions to CEO. Awareness of the
participants’ backgrounds provided context for their experiences as they entered the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University (Seidman, 2006).
Undergraduate experiences. The participants in this study brought different
undergraduate majors and undergraduate academic experiences to the Executive MBA
program. Undergraduate majors included business, communications, history, and
mechanical engineering to name a few. This variation in academic majors demonstrates
the generalist nature of the MBA degree as described by Kuncel et al. (2007).
Furthermore, there was a mix of traditional and nontraditional undergraduate
experiences for these adult learners. Six adult learners completed their bachelor’s degree
in a traditional manner while four completed their bachelor’s degree as nontraditional
students. Amanda, Jackson, Charles, and Terry followed nontraditional paths to their
undergraduate degree completion. Amanda worked at Club Med following high school
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prior to pursuing her undergraduate degree. She eventually graduated in her late 20’s.
After Jackson spent several years aimlessly taking courses at the local community
college, he finally completed his bachelor’s degree at a local university while working
full-time. Charles knew he was not ready for college after high school and joined the
Army prior to pursuing his bachelor’s degree. He finished his bachelor’s degree after
completing his four year enlistment contract in the Army. Lastly, Terry was a Marine
Corps Reservist, worked for a local trucking company, and pursued a political career as
he worked part-time on the completion of his bachelor’s degree.
The other participants in the study had more traditional undergraduate experiences
as they completed their bachelor’s degree. It could be argued that Michael’s
undergraduate experience was nontraditional due to his transfer after his freshman year.
However, Michael did not indicate that he took a significant break in his undergraduate
pursuit. Therefore, his experience was primarily traditional. Likewise, Patricia’s
undergraduate experience may technically be classified as nontraditional since she left
the University of North Carolina with only one class remaining to complete her
bachelor’s degree. Although she returned to complete her last class almost 20 years after
leaving the University of North Carolina, based on her interview I believe her
undergraduate experience was primarily traditional in nature. Janice, Bobby, Laura, and
Mitchell all had traditional undergraduate experiences.
The participants also had different attitudes or dispositions towards their
undergraduate journey. Patricia, Janice, Bobby, Laura, Jackson, and Charles were very
positive about their undergraduate experiences. Reflecting back on their undergraduate
experiences, Amanda and Mitchell shared some dispositional barriers that they
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encountered during their respective undergraduate journeys. However, despite the
disclosures about some dispositional struggles in their undergraduate studies, Amanda
and Mitchell did not seem to possess a negative disposition towards their undergraduate
experience. In contrast, Michael and Terry shared instances of negative attitudes or
perspectives towards their undergraduate experiences.
The dispositional barriers that Amanda and Mitchell encountered were mitigated
successfully during their undergraduate journey. Amanda’s dispositional barrier was fed
by her disappointment in not being able to attend an Ivy League school for her
undergraduate studies. After a short break after high school, Amanda was pushed by her
parents to attend a local university. Amanda confessed that she really did not want to be
there and her academic performance suffered as a result. Mitchell admitted that he had
difficulty engaging in classes that he felt were not relevant. He also struggled with
professors who did not teach in a manner that aligned with his learning style. In spite of
these barriers, he was still able to persist and complete his undergraduate work.
Michael and Terry appeared to have the most significant dispositional barriers in
their undergraduate journeys. Michael’s undergraduate experience seem to be based on
theme of not allowing college to interfere with his education. He shared examples of
how he would “regurgitate” the professor’s lectures or perspectives from the text books
that his professors authored in order to get through some of his classes. Terry
consistently referred to his undergraduate experience as “checking the box.” It was clear
that he felt that pursuit of the bachelor’s degree was not a journey in learning. Terry
viewed the completion of his undergraduate work as “checking the box” or the attainment
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of a credential. Michael and Terry’s attitudes or dispositional barriers would resurface
later in their respective graduate school experience.
Professional experiences. The professional backgrounds of the participants in
this study also varied. The participants came from the health care industry (Janice,
Bobby, Laura, Mitchell, and Charles), sales management (Michael), real estate
(Amanda), manufacturing (Jackson), and higher education (Laura and Terry). These
adult learners worked large corporations as well as small businesses and represented
various staff or managerial levels within their respective organizations. For example,
Amanda was a small business owner and Janice was a CEO of a small business. Bobby
and Mitchell were Directors in large corporations. Michael, Jackson, and Charles were
Managers at their respective companies. Laura was a professor and Terry was an
administrator in higher education. Patricia was a Communications Advisor in a large
corporation. The variation in industry, size of company, and role within their
organization demonstrates the diversity of professional backgrounds of the adult learners
who chose to pursue the Executive MBA degree. Moreover, this variation in professional
background, in addition to their academic background, resulted in a diverse and broad
range of experiences in the classroom.
Motivators to pursue the Executive MBA. The participants returned to higher
education to pursue graduate school following some time away from academics while
they worked and gained experience in their respective professions. Some were led to
pursue the Executive MBA by a desire for career growth. Others experienced life
changes that created an opportunity to pursue the Master. Whatever the motivation,
graduate school became more attractive to this group of adult learners.
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Patricia, Bobby, Jackson, and Mitchell were primarily driven to pursue the
Executive MBA by the potential for career growth. As an example, Patricia discovered
that the lack of a Master degree was putting her at a disadvantage when applying for
other positions in the company. To remedy this, she set her sights on the Executive
MBA program because it was structured for working adults. Patricia also said that her
employer fully sponsored “a select few in the company” in the Executive MBA program
at Southern Oak University. While she claimed her company’s sponsorship was more
attractive financially than the reimbursement model offered by her company for a
traditional MBA program, it was evident that she desired to be part of the “select few” in
her company who were chosen for this program.
Other participants’ desires to pursue a Master degree were driven by life changes.
Amanda and Laura had or anticipated life changes that fueled their Master degree
pursuits. Amanda used the program as a distraction from her recent divorce. Laura was
preparing herself for a potential career change due to the threat of reductions in research
funding and some general unhappiness at work. She was also a recent empty nester.
Laura’s daughter had recently left home to pursue her undergraduate degree after
finishing high school.
Charles and Janice worked in the same office when they considered applying for
the Executive MBA program. Charles was considering the pursuit of his second Master
degree. He approached Janice to encourage her to pursue an MBA degree with him.
Acknowledging that they “kind of challenged each other” to pursue an MBA degree,
Charles and Janice decided to enroll in the Executive MBA together.
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As discussed earlier, Michael and Terry disclosed their negative disposition
towards their undergraduate experiences in their narratives. Michael said he “felt like a
number” when he was at the University of Wyoming. Michael’s uncle told him, “Don’t
let college get in the way of your education.” Using that advice, Michael transferred and
completed his undergraduate degree at small, private university before he became an
officer in the Army.
Michael attempted to pursue a Master degree while he was in the Army. He
claimed that the attainment of a Master degree was a differentiator in the promotion
process in the Army. Michael’s attitude towards the Master degree as a differentiator for
promotion was disclosed when he used the word “jackass” to describe the individuals
who had unofficially established this new standard for promotion. Michael resigned from
the Army after his requests to pursue a Master degree were denied multiple times. As a
civilian, Michael claimed that his motivation shifted to pursue the Master was to set a
good example for his children regarding the importance higher education.
Terry pursued his undergraduate degree on a part-time basis for almost a decade.
He joined the Marine Corps Reserves after high school and was able to secure a goodpaying job following completion of Marine Corps boot camp. Terry began pursuing his
bachelor’s on a part-time basis as he worked at a trucking company while serving as a
Marine Reservist. Terry also had an interest in politics. After working his way into the
political activities, he temporarily stopped the pursuit of his degree. He disclosed that his
grandmother had always wanted him to finish his college degree. That seemed to be the
motivation that Terry needed to finally focus on the completion of his undergraduate
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degree. Terry eventually finished his bachelor’s degree. Yet, he claimed that attainment
of the degree was unnecessary for what he was doing professionally.
Terry’s decision to return to graduate school was driven by his perceived need of
a credential to advance his interests and his career. He said “the letters behind your
name” led to respect and career opportunities. Similar to the disposition that he had
toward his bachelor’s, Terry claimed that he did not need an MBA. He was convinced
that his leadership experience in the Marine Corps, his work experience at the trucking
company, and his political experience were adequate for what he wanted to do with his
career. Yet, he believed the attainment of a credential, such as the Executive MBA
degree, would open doors for him that he would not otherwise have access to.
Terry was encouraged to apply to Executive MBA program at Southern Oak
University by a local business man who was highly involved and well known in the local
real estate development market. Terry wanted to transition from his higher education
profession to a career in real estate development. So, with the business man’s
encouragement, Terry decided to apply for the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak
University. He proclaimed, “I need that box checked on my resume in order to do real
estate development.” And with that perspective, Terry’s Executive MBA experience
began.
The gap between the bachelor’s and the Master. Most of the participants had
no immediate plans to attend graduate school when they finished their undergraduate
programs. The exceptions were Laura and Charles. They completed their graduate
degrees immediately after finishing their undergraduate work. Other than Laura and
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Charles, the remaining participants took significant breaks from higher education to
pursue their careers and build their families.
Gropper (2007) found that Executive MBA participants are typically between 30
and 50 years old. The participants in this study averaged 39.8 years of age at the time of
the study. They had completed their prior academic work an average of 14.7 years prior
to enrolling in the Executive MBA program. This gap between the completion of the
bachelor’s degree and pursuit of the Master degree is not unusual. For example, Di
Meglio (2013) observed that number of enrollees in Harvard’s incoming 2013 MBA class
who had finished their undergraduate work more than a decade prior to beginning their
Master journey had doubled in comparison to the prior class.
Participants in this study who had nontraditional undergraduate experiences had
an average gap of 9.5 years between the completion of their bachelor’s degree and the
beginning of their Executive MBA experience. By comparison, the participants in this
study who had traditional undergraduate experiences had an average gap of 18 years
between their prior higher education experiences and enrollment the Executive MBA
program. Janice’s journey to the Executive MBA program was representative of the
break in time between undergraduate and graduate school that the traditional
undergraduate experienced group demonstrated.
After completing her undergraduate degree at Washington University, Janice did
not think she was ready for graduate school. She described her undergraduate experience
as “academic” and “not useful.” So Janice pursued a second bachelor’s degree in
business administration at Southern Oak University. After completing her second
bachelor’s she decided that the time was not right for her to pursue a Master degree.
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Janice felt that she needed a break from higher education. However, she was worried that
she would have difficulty returning to higher education after beginning her career and her
family. This turned out to be true as Janice waited almost 20 years before she returned to
higher education to pursue the Executive MBA.
The adult learners who participated in this study were away from higher education
for a decade or longer as they pursued their careers, started their families, or both. Yet,
these adult learners reached a point in their careers or their personal lives where they
believed returning to higher education for a Master degree would be beneficial. When
these participants returned to pursue the Executive MBA degree, they brought with them
their prior academic and professional experiences.
Theme 2: Adult learners’ experiences in the Executive MBA program are shaped
by their disposition towards learning, the interpersonal dynamics of their cohort,
and the adult learners’ expectations of the program.
Adult learners bring prior undergraduate and professional experiences to the
Executive MBA program. These experiences served as context for how adult learners
come into Executive MBA programs. Additionally, this context had an effect on their
respective Executive MBA experience. Their prior undergraduate and professional
experiences affected their disposition or attitudes and served as barriers or enablers for
these participants (Cross, 1981). Therefore, understanding the undergraduate and
professional experiences of the participants prior to their entry into the program it
important to understanding their dispositions and experiences in the Executive MBA
program (Seidman, 2006).
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Disposition towards learning. From their respective narratives, it is clear that
Michael and Terry were battling poor dispositions and attitudes toward learning or higher
education in general as they entered the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak
University. These dispositions carried into their graduate school experiences. The effect
of those dispositions were evident in their narratives. Michael’s perspective that “some
jackass figured out that if he went and got a Master degree that it became a differentiator”
when he was in the Army seemed to persist into his Executive MBA experience.
Although he said he was pursuing higher education to be a positive example for his
children, his negative attitude towards the Master degree continued to reveal itself. This
attitude was exposed as he complained about how the university marketed the Executive
MBA program, the quality and interpersonal dynamics of his cohort, the relevancy of the
curriculum within the Executive MBA program, and his reflections on the Executive
MBA journey.
Likewise, Terry’s disposition towards the Executive MBA program was cynical.
Throughout his undergraduate journey it was obvious that Terry believed that his work
and political experience were more valuable than the attainment of his bachelor’s degree.
While Terry eventually completed his bachelor’s degree, he made it very clear that he felt
the degree was unnecessary. With the attitude of “checking the box” ever present in his
Executive MBA journey, Terry’s disposition towards higher education was persistent.
And although he battled through some health issues during the program, his disposition
towards the program likely had a significant impact on his academic performance and
program experience. Also, the high value that Terry placed on his own military, work,
and political experiences appeared to impede his ability to connect with other members of
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his cohort. Although Terry was one of the youngest members of his cohort, he did not
seem to place much value on the experiences and professional accomplishments of his
classmates.
Michael’s and Terry’s disposition toward learning and higher education provided
examples of the disposition barrier for adult learning as described by Cross (1981).
However, in contrast to a poor disposition’s barrier effect to learning, a positive
disposition can serve as an enabler to adult learning. Charles’ disposition as he entered
the Executive MBA program was an example of disposition as an enabler to adult
learning.
Following the completion of his service in the Army, Charles pursued and
finished his bachelor’s degree. He enjoyed his undergraduate experience so much that he
immediately pursued his first Master degree upon the completion of his bachelor’s
degree. This positivity carried over into his experience in the Executive MBA program.
Although Charles did express some concerns about the ease of entry into the program and
the lack of preparedness of a few classmates, he was very complimentary of his cohort
and his experience in the Executive MBA program.
Other participants also provided examples of disposition acting as an enabler. For
example, during the completion of her second bachelor’s degree Janice developed
positive and encouraging relationships with several professors at Southern Oak
University. Her experiences with those professors were one of the factors that led her to
the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak. Her relationships with faculty members,
who Kuh (1991) referred to as institutional agents, certainly had a positive effect on
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Janice’s disposition towards learning and ultimately led her back to Southern Oak
University to pursue her graduate education.
Another example of the influence of disposition as an enabler to learning was
Bobby’s disposition towards higher education. Bobby had a very positive and successful
undergraduate experience at the University of Arkansas. The vigor and energy that he
demonstrated in the completion of his bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering was
evident in his Executive MBA experience. So while Cross (1981) focused on disposition
as a barrier to adult learning, participants in this study demonstrated that prior positive
experiences in higher education can result in a disposition that enables and encourages
adult learners (Quinnan, 1997).
Interpersonal dynamics of the cohort. The experiences of the participants in
this study were largely shaped by the interactions and engagements with their classmates.
The Executive MBA at Southern Oak University was a cohort-based program. Within
each cohort, teams were established by the Associate Dean and Program Manager based
on the adult learner’s experiences and professional backgrounds. The teams in the 2014
cohort were evident on the first day of my non-participant observation by the personal
interactions between the adult learners in the room and their seating arrangements. The
dynamics within the teams appeared to be very cordial and friendly between the
teammates. However, it was apparent from the individual interviews, non-participant
observations, participant narratives, and comments from the Program Manager that all
cohorts are not created equal. There were marked differences between the 2013 and 2014
cohorts. Those differences were deeply rooted in the interpersonal dynamics of those
cohorts.
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Michael and Patricia were the first two volunteers for the individual interviews
during the data collection process. They were both from the 2013 cohort that graduated
the semester prior to the beginning of the study. As the only participants from the 2013
cohort, their perspectives regarding the dynamics of their cohort were surprising.
Michael described one of his cohort members as a “cancer” and said “she made
everything just miserable.” He complained that another member did not possess the
intelligence level to keep up in the program. He also stated that many of his classmates
were “marginally and wholly unqualified” for the program. Patricia was not
complimentary of the behaviors within her cohort either. In particular, she commented
on the behavior of the women in her cohort. Patricia said, “I know I’m a female and this
sound bad, but especially among the females. I mean there were some clashes.”
When the 2014 cohort went to residency week at the lake they were introduced to
the outgoing 2013 cohort. The lack of cohesion in the 2013 cohort was immediately
evident to the incoming 2014 cohort. Janice, Amanda, Bobby, and Charles were shocked
by the negative vibe of the 2013 cohort. During one of the non-participant observations,
the Program Manager even commented on the negativity and abrasiveness of the 2013
cohort. The perspectives of the only two participants in this study from the 2013
cohort— in conjunction with the interactions with the 2014 cohort and the comments
from the Program Manager—painted a bleak picture of interpersonal dynamics of the
2013 cohort. The dynamics of the 2013 cohort were representative of the concerns
voiced by Bedwell et al. (2014) regarding the lack of interpersonal skills of recent MBA
graduates. Based on feedback from employers, Bedwell et al. (2014) suggested that
MBA programs need to do a better job of developing and integrating interpersonal skills
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into the MBA classroom. Based on the perspectives of Michael and Patricia, several
members of the 2014 cohort, and the Program Manager, the interactions within the 2013
cohort illustrated the need for a greater focus on interpersonal skill development in the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University.
By comparison, the interpersonal dynamics of the 2014 cohort appeared to be
much more collegial. With exception to some questions regarding how or why some
people were admitted in the program, which will be discussed later, the participants from
the 2014 cohort were very positive about their Executive MBA experience. Janice,
Amanda, Bobby, Laura, Jackson, and Charles all shared positive comments about their
cohort’s dynamics. In contrast to the females in the 2013 cohort (based on Patricia’s
comments), the females in the 2014 cohort were an especially close group who appeared
to be very encouraging and supportive of each other.
Most of the participants claimed they had put many of their old friends “in the
back seat” or “on the back burner” in order to pursue the Executive MBA. But
participants in the 2014 cohort found new friendships with each other. These friendships
resulted a form of social capital that provided much needed support and encouragement
during their Executive MBA experience. Roberts and Plakhotnik (2009) found that this
informal support structure for graduate students was critical “to balance school, work,
and personal life; to cope with stress; to make meaning out of their lives as adult learners;
and to find new ways to stay focused and persevere” (p. 49). This support structure also
enabled the 2014 cohort to learn from each other. Recalling one of the claims in the
marketing brochure for the Executive MBA program, Bobby said, “You would learn as
much from everybody else as you would from the professors.”
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However, the 2014 cohort was by no means perfect. For example, Bobby
disclosed that some of the cohort was having difficulty with the academic workload. He
wondered about the preparedness of some his classmates for the rigor of the program.
Charles also believed that his team included a person who should not have been accepted
into the program. And while the cohort was generally very collegial and supportive of
each other, Terry found it difficult to connect and engage with the class and described
himself as “an outlier” in the 2014 cohort. Terry’s outlier status was likely created as a
result of his dispositional barriers towards the program or higher education in general.
While there were a few concerns within the 2014 cohort regarding the
qualifications, abilities, and interpersonal skills of some of the cohort members, Janice
summarized the 2014 cohort dynamics succinctly when she said, “We are all in the same
boat.” The cohort model put adult learners “in the same boat” during their academic
experience. As such, their experiences were largely defined by the interpersonal
dynamics within their cohort. These experiences shaped how these participants
experienced and reflected upon their respective Executive MBA experiences. This
observation aligned with Ellrich’s (2010) findings in his cohort-based case study.
Adult learners’ expectations of the Executive MBA program. Working
professionals typically consider Executive MBA programs to be elite in comparison to
traditional MBA programs. This point of view is driven by several things. Executive
MBA programs require several years of managerial or leadership experience to be
accepted into the program. In the program at Southern Oak University, at least five years
of managerial experience was required. By comparison, traditional MBA programs often
accept recent undergraduates or young professionals who may lack managerial or
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leadership experience. In addition, it is not unusual for corporations to select and sponsor
their high-potential managers and leaders in Executive MBA program. Furthermore, the
marketing brochure for the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University used
phases such as “cutting-edge boardroom strategies” and “strategic decision-making and
leadership skills.” These statements attempted to distinguish the Executive MBA
program from traditional MBA programs. The Professional MBA program at Southern
Oak was a traditional, part-time MBA program. The marketing brochure claimed that the
program would “help you get your future started” and offered opportunities for
internships with companies in the region (Southern Oak University, 2014).
Applicants for an Executive MBA programs are usually required to interview
with the program administrators, submit sample writings, and/or take entrance exams
such as the GMAT in order to be accepted into the program. In the case of the entrance
exam requirement, the application checklist at Southern Oak University stated that either
the GMAT or GRE could be used to apply for the program. The checklist even advised
the applicants to allow at least one month to prepare for the exam. Informational material
in the marketing brochure claimed that an entrance exam score had to be submitted with
the application to be considered for acceptance to the program.
However, nine of the 10 participants in this study were not required to take an
entrance exam. Michael was the exception only because he had taken the GMAT prior to
applying to the program. None of the participants claimed to request a waiver. Yet nine
participants were granted a waiver for the entrance exam. It was evident that the entrance
exam waivers led the participants to believe their previous educational and professional
experiences were exceptional. However, after settling into their cohorts, the participants
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learned that few, if any, of their classmates were required to take an entrance exam. This
caused some of the participants to question the program’s motivations for granting
waivers. Amanda and Bobby believed the program was more focused on filling the class
than ensuring that the potential cohort members were truly prepared or qualified for the
program. Charles wondered if the program ever turns anyone away. This perspective
caused many of the participants to question the selectivity of the program. In addition, it
appeared that they believed that the elite status of the program was a bit overrated due to
the waivers and questionable quality of some of their classmates. This observation
substantiated the concerns of Gropper (2007), Kuncel et al. (2007), and Owens (2007)
regarding the role of entrance exams on the brand of Executive MBA programs.
Due to the typical requirements for managerial experience as a criteria for
acceptance in an Executive MBA program, adult learners typically bring significant work
and life experiences to the classroom. With the experiences they also bring a voice
known as a knowledge voice. These knowledge voices negotiate and balance academic
theory with real-world experience (Kasworm, 2008). Adult learners desire more than
lectures—where in face-to-face or online classes—in their educational experiences. They
desire facilitated interactions in the classroom that engage in critical dialogue between the
faculty and their classmates (Conrad et al., 1998; Quinnan, 1997).
It was interesting that the participants did not share any examples of critical
dialogue that was facilitated by faculty. The participants tended to focus on weakness
versus strengths or failures versus successes in their program experiences. My nonparticipant observations of a Saturday morning class was an example of this tendency.
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The Saturday morning class was led by a faculty member who lectured heavily
and frequently dismissed or ignored questions from the class. In contrast, the afternoon
class was led by a faculty member who was engaging, interactive, and very facilitative in
nature. Yet, when the participants described their experiences, little was shared about the
facilitative faculty member. Instead, they focused on the faculty member who lectured
during the entire class. There only attempted facilitated discussion or critical dialogue in
the morning class was a brief discussion regarding corporate environmental responsibility
regarding disposal of electronic materials. During that discussion the professor often
interrupted comments that the adult learners were making in order to interject his own
thoughts and opinions. After the class was over, Amanda approached me and said, “He
just likes to hear himself talk I think.” This was the same professor that Terry claimed
would answer his questions with “It’s in the book!”
I also observed that the morning professor said, “Good evening” when Terry
entered the class approximately five minutes late that morning. Two other adult learners
also arrived late but only a moment or two prior to Terry. Yet, the professor made no
comment to either of them as they entered. Additionally, it was noteworthy that when
Terry entered the room the lecture had yet to begin as everyone was having individual
conversations and settling in for the upcoming lecture. Terry ignored the professor’s
greeting. This was certainly not the kind of interaction that Terry needed given his
disposition towards the program and higher education. He was unengaged in the morning
class. I wonder if he would have been more engaged if he had not been poked by the
professor as he entered the room.
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The lack of dialogue and interaction appeared to be evident in the structure of the
online classes as well. There were no positive comments about the online experience
from any of the participants. Instead Michael, Patricia, Janice, Bobby, Mitchell, and
Terry each lodged some type of complaint about the online classes. Complaints included
the online classes’ lack of a more hybrid approach, the passive nature of the prerecorded
online lectures, and the description that the online courses were sterile. Apparently,
many of the 2014 cohort members did not like the design or pedagogical approach of the
online course during the 2014 spring semester. And the online professor did not
appreciate the cohort’s lack of participation in the online lectures either.
As another example of a lack of critical dialogue, the online professor came to a
Saturday class to chastise and threaten the class for not watching the recorded online
lectures. In a text message to me about the encounter, Janice described the professor’s
approach as “condescending.” The professor’s approach served as an example of a
missed opportunity to engage in critical dialogue with the adult learners in the class.
Instead of chastising the class, the professor could have engaged in critical dialogue to
find out why the class was not viewing the online lectures. What could have been a
positive and interactive exchange instead led to an unpleasant experience for the
participants. That experience has the potential to significantly alter their perspective of
online learning in the future.
Executive MBA programs tend to be very condensed to facilitate degree
completion in a shorter timeframe. The use of online learning is an important ingredient
in the program’s ability to deliver material efficiently in support of the aggressive
academic timeframe for degree completion. In the case of the Executive MBA program
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at Southern Oak University, this timeframe was only 17 months and required continuous
enrollment. Prior to entry to the program, this short timeframe was very attractive to
many of the working professionals who participated in this study. However, these adult
learners soon realized they had to make many sacrifices at home, at work, socially, and
personally in order to complete the Executive MBA program.
Theme 3: Adult learners make short-term sacrifices in almost all areas of their lives
in order to successfully persist in the Executive MBA program.
The criteria for participation in this study included working and/or having family
responsibilities while pursuing the Executive MBA. Compounded by the pace of a 17
month fall-to-fall program, the resulting stresses of balancing school, work, and family
on the participants in this study were obvious. These stresses were representative of the
power of the situational barrier described by Cross (1981). To address this barrier, the
adult learners made significant short-term sacrifices at home, at work, socially, and
personally.
The impact of the stresses associated with participation in the Executive MBA
program was the most pronounced at home. At home many participants struggled with
balancing school, work, and family. Janice, Amanda, Bobby, Laura, Mitchell, and
Jackson all struggled to spend quality time with their loved ones during their Executive
MBA experience. Participants frequently used the word “we” when describing their
experiences in the Executive MBA program. “We” referred not only to their classmates
but often to their family members as well. This demonstrated that the participants’
families and loved ones were also invested in the academic journey. None of the
participants shared an instance of negative support or pressure from their loved ones
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during their Executive MBA experience. Instead, they shared how their families and
loved ones supported their academic endeavor. The importance of family support for the
adult learner who pursues graduate school is critical to persistence and degree attainment
(Shepherd & Nelson, 2012).
At work, the participants were unable to work the number of hours they normally
worked, utilized their lunch times to study, and/or passed up projects they would have
otherwise accepted. Amanda shared that she was unable to attend board meetings.
Charles said he could not stay at work as late as he used to because of the academic work
load. Quiet time before work and the lunch hour were opportunities for precious study
time for Bobby. Janice and Mitchell frequently delegated and pushed off projects at
work. They both hoped they would be able to attend to projects more effectively as a
result of completing the Executive MBA program.
Socially, these participants put their friends “on the back burner” while they were
enrolled in the Executive MBA program. Yet, this appeared to be the area of least regret
or trepidation for the participants as most of them formed new friendships and social
circles within their cohort. This was particularly evident in the 2014 cohort.
However, it was noteworthy that the participants who did not have close social
connections within their cohorts did not have a positive experience in the program.
Michael appeared to have no significant social connections within his cohort. Terry
claimed that he was an “outlier” in the 2014 cohort. He struggled to connect with
members of his cohort and team. This appeared to have a significant influence on his
Executive MBA experience. His struggle represented the effect of dispositional barriers
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(Cross, 1981) on the adult learner’s ability to develop informal support within the cohort
(Roberts & Plakhotnik, 2009).
The personal effect of the stresses imposed by the program was also evident.
Amanda’s feeling of being “on the verge of an anxiety attack” and “drinking from a fire
hose” was one of the more colorful descriptions of how several participants felt as they
progressed through the program. Mitchell admitted that the pace and amount of material
would be a lot less stressful if he had an attitude to just “get through it.” The balancing
act of work, home, and the Executive MBA program created the rut of “work, life, home,
work, life, home” in Mitchell’s life. Laura’s said of the impact on her personally was
“complete madness.” Bobby’s description of “working in the margins of life” seemed to
sum up the total experience. For Bobby, the margins of life included the quiet time early
in the office, during his lunch time, and after his family was in bed where he often
sacrificed sleep for more time to study.
Polson (2003) discussed the negotiation between adult learners in graduate
programs with the responsibilities and demands of family, work, and friends. Polson said
some adult learners who pursue graduate studies do receive support from their family,
work, and friends. However, Polson claimed that most adult learners who have work and
family responsibilities must continually justify or rationalize their academic pursuits.
Participants in this study did not disclose a need to justify or rationalize the
academic pursuits to their family, employers, or friends. Perhaps this was because of the
short, but intense, duration of the program. Or perhaps it was because of the perceived
relationship and relevancy of the Executive MBA program to the potential for career
advancement. The use of the word “we” by many of the participants as they described
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their experiences in the Executive MBA program indicated their families were committed
to and vested in their adult learner’s pursuit of the Master degree.
Not all of the effects of participation in the Executive MBA program were
negative at home, at work, or socially for the participants. For example, Janice shared
some unexpected benefits of the pace and workload of the program. Participation in the
Executive MBA program had forced her to delegate more often at work which was a skill
that she claimed needed development. She also enjoyed her husband’s cooking as he
assumed those responsibilities at home while Janice was enrolled in the Executive MBA
program. Lastly, although the program had limited the time spent with her children at
home, Janice relished the occasional opportunity to bring her children with her to school
to model the importance of higher education.
Theme 4: Adult learners in the Executive MBA program anticipate personal and/or
career growth as a result of their experience.
One of the last questions of the interview process asked the participants how they
thought they would view their Executive MBA experience 10 years into the future. This
question provided the opportunity for the participants to reflect on their experiences in
the program and the potential effect of those experiences. In general, most participants
felt that their experiences in the program had prepared them for career growth or
promotional opportunities within their current professions or with their employers.
This was similar to the findings of Conrad et al. (1998). In that study, students
believed that their job opportunities and professional skills were greatly enhanced from
their Master experience. Another positive student outcome shared by the Conrad et al.
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(1998) study was the development of a more holistic approach within the students’
respective field of work. Examples of this outcome were evident in this study as well.
For example, Patricia’s background in journalism and her undergraduate degree in
communications was not geared towards an understanding of business. Upon completion
of the Executive MBA, Patricia was pleased that the program had made her “a different
type of thinker.” In her role as a Communications Advisor, Patricia was more confident
in her understanding of the business. She found that she understood more of the
business-related conversations in the executive meetings that she attended. And she
believed that understanding would eventually help advance her career.
Bobby also believed that he was well prepared for advancement in his
organization because of his Executive MBA experience. He already had a solid
undergraduate education in mechanical engineering and significant experience in
engineering management. However, prior to the Executive MBA program, Bobby lacked
an understanding of the business side of his company and industry. The combination of
his engineering education and experience paired with his newly acquired business
knowledge gave Bobby a more holistic perspective of his company and industry.
While several participants believed their Executive MBA experience would have
a positive effect on their career or professional growth, other participants perceived the
Executive MBA degree as a gatekeeper to their career. Referring to the senior people in
his company who had attained advanced degrees, Michael said, “I’ve met that
prerequisite now.” Patricia believed that the attainment of the Executive MBA had
prepared her for a management position in her company in the future. Terry’s gatekeeper
perspective was based in his belief that “education’s been something, not as a means to
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an end, but just kind of a justification to an end.” With a “box checked” mentality, Terry
believed the prestige and credential of the Executive MBA degree would open doors for
him in the future.
But not all participants viewed the completion of the Executive MBA as a
gatekeeper. Bobby had a slightly different point of view regarding the Executive MBA’s
potential effect on his career growth. He passionately expressed that he did not want to
be promoted just because the MBA box was checked on his resume. He wanted “to earn
it” because “that’s how you get respect from people you lead.” With a similar view,
Mitchell claimed that his career growth was “going to be every bit as much about
working across with partners” to “help them think about new ways to achieve what
they’re trying to achieve through what I do.” Having been encouraged to pursue his
Executive MBA for succession planning purposes, Jackson realized, “What I’m learning
here is really going to help me in the future for where I’m going specifically with this
company.”
Another positive student outcome cited in the Conrad et al. (1998) study was the
effect of the Master degree on leadership development. Amanda, Mitchell, Laura, and
Jackson shared how the Executive MBA improved their confidence and leadership skills.
Amanda spoke about her leadership skills. Amanda thought she had good leadership
skills before her participation in the Executive MBA program. However, the cohort and
team-based approach of the program made Amanda aware of her leadership weaknesses.
This caused Amanda to focus more on the development of her leadership skills and style.
Confidence is a key ingredient to be an effective leader. Several participants in
the study shared how the program had improved their confidence. For example, Mitchell
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believed that he “had a more credible voice” due to what he had learned in the Executive
MBA program. Laura said the program made her “more certain about herself.”
Although Jackson was the Plant Manager at his company, he claimed that lacked
confidence when participating in management meetings or board meetings at work prior
to his Executive MBA experience. After a couple of semesters in the program, Jackson
discovered that he was much more confident and comfortable with presentations and
engaging in discussions with other people. He credited the team-based atmosphere of the
Executive MBA and the frequency of presentations that he and his team had to present in
the classroom for his increased confidence in the board room at work.
Using a reflective lens, several participants were very nostalgic when looking
back at their Executive MBA experience. Reflections about their experiences yielded
phrases and statements such as: “a turning point; that’s where my life changed; a
wonderful experience; a fuzzy feeling; the cherry on top and one thing I’ll be most proud
of; and invaluable.” Although Michael claimed he would have difficulty recommending
someone to attend the Executive MBA program for the “opportunity to have a
promotion,” he admitted that he would likely “wish I could go back then do something
differently.” Perhaps this was a confession by Michael regarding the detrimental effect
of his negative disposition towards his cohort or higher education on his Master degree
experience.
The participants’ reflections on their experiences in the Executive MBA program
were largely defined by the undergraduate and professional experiences they brought to
the program, their expectations of the program, and their experiences members of their
cohorts. The participants from the 2013 cohort had just finished their Executive MBA
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experience the month prior to the beginning of the study. The majority of the participants
in the study were from the 2014 cohort who were graduating at the end of this study.
Therefore, their reflections were nostalgic, reflective, and anticipatory in nature. Time
will tell if these participants’ experiences in the Executive MBA program will yield the
results they hoped for.
Summary
In this chapter, the findings of the study that emerged as themes from the
participants’ narratives were shared. Because this was a single, instrumental case study,
these themes are not a representation of a universally applicable situation or phenomena
but rather a representation of the case itself or cases themselves (Stake, 2005). The four
themes that emerged were as follows:
1. The undergraduate and professional experiences that lead adult learners to
the Executive MBA program vary significantly.
2. Adult learners’ experiences in the Executive MBA program are shaped by
their disposition towards learning, the interpersonal dynamics of their
cohort, and the adult learners’ expectations of the program.
3. Adult learners make short-term sacrifices in almost all areas of their lives
in order to successfully persist in the Executive MBA program.
4. Adult learners anticipate personal and/or career growth as a result of their
experiences in the Executive MBA program.
Aligned by the research questions, the findings will be discussed further
supported by the available literature in Chapter 6 Conclusion. Additionally, implications
for Executive MBA programs and adult learners who choose to pursue the Executive
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MBA degree will also be reviewed. Recommendations for future research will be shared
and followed with brief concluding remarks.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
Summary of the Study
Overview of the Problem. Aud et al. (2012) reported that approximately 80% of
graduate degrees awarded in the United States are Master degrees. However, when
seeking literature regarding the experiences of adult learners who pursue the Master
degree, little is found. The literature on graduate school experiences is primarily focused
on the pursuit of the doctorate degree (Conrad et al., 1998).
We know little about the adult learners’ experiences in Master degree programs.
This is in spite of number of learners who choose to pursue and attain a Master degree.
In addition, significant time and money are invested in Master programs by adult learners
and institutions of higher education. And the Master degree is a significant contributor to
the development of human capital. The lack of research in the adult learners’ experiences
in Master degree programs is also applicable to Executive MBA programs.
Executive MBA programs were designed for seasoned executives who bring
several years of experience to the classroom. Usually compressed into an 18 to 21 month
timeframe, an Executive MBA program requires a significant commitment from adult
learners who choose to pursue this degree. These adult learners make short-term
sacrifices at work, at home, and socially to persist as they commit many hours after work
and weekends during their participation in the program. Executive MBA programs are
also quite expensive in comparison to their traditional MBA counterparts. As such, the
Executive MBA requires a major financial commitment from the adult learner and/or
their respective employer. Yet in spite of the sacrifices required and the financial costs to
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pursue and attain this degree, the experiences and perspectives of these adult learners are
noticeably absent in the literature.
Research Purpose and Questions. The purpose of this research was to
understand the experiences of adult learners who returned to higher education to pursue
an Executive Master of Business Administration degree. Focusing on their journey in the
Executive MBA program and how attainment of this degree affects them personally and
professionally, this research sought answers to the following questions:
1. What experiences lead adult learners to participation in an Executive
Master of Business Administration program?
2. How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program?
3. In what ways do the experiences of adult learners in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program influence their lives?
Review of the Methodology. With human capital theory providing the
theoretical framework, this single instrumental case study was qualitative in nature. The
ontological and epistemological paradigmatic assumptions resulted in the use of a
constructivist or interpretive framework. Using narrative inquiry as the methodology,
this case study sought to understand and share the experiences of adult learners in an
Executive MBA program.
Because narrative inquiry focuses on who to sample versus what to sample
(Creswell, 2007), a criterion-based sample was utilized. The criteria for participation in
this the study were as follows: 1) 30 years old or greater at the time of Master degree
completion, 2) worked during their Master program participation, and/or 3) had family

200

responsibilities in the form of a spouse, significant other, and/or children. In essence, the
adult learner had a primary role other than that of a student. Each participant was an
adult learner who was self-supporting or living away from parents and who was typically
older than the adult learner described by Cross (1981), Kasworm (2003a, 2003b), Lamdin
(1992), and Quinnan (1997).
Data collection consisted individual interviews, non-participant observations, and
document review. A one-hour interview with each participant was completed that was
followed by a member check process for the interview transcription. Two nonparticipant observations of the adult learners were conducted in a Thursday evening class
after work and an all-day class on a Saturday. Document reviews included emails and
texts from the participants in addition to a review of the Executive MBA program’s
marketing literature and website.
The data collected from the interviews, non-participant observations, and
document reviews were utilized to develop the narratives of each participant’s experience
in Chapter 4. The narratives were then analyzed for significant statements. Significant
statements were coded by hand with color-coded Post-It Notes. The color-coded Post-It
Notes were used to associate the code with the participant’s particular phase of their
Executive MBA journey: before, during, or after. After coding was completed, the codes
were analyzed and grouped into categories.
Categories were then arranged and analyzed until four themes emerged. The four
themes regarding the experiences of adult learners in an Executive MBA program were:
1. The undergraduate and professional experiences that lead adult learners to
the Executive MBA program vary significantly.
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2. Adult learners’ experiences in the Executive MBA program were shaped
by their disposition towards learning, the interpersonal dynamics of their
cohort, and the adult learners’ expectations of the program.
3. Adult learners make short-term sacrifices in almost all areas of their lives
in order to successfully persist in the Executive MBA program.
4. Adult learners anticipate personal and/or career growth as a result of their
experiences in the Executive MBA program.
Shared previously in Chapter 5, these themes emerged from the data analysis
process. These themes served as the findings of the study and are discussed below in
support of the research questions.
Review and Discussion of the Findings
The individual interview data collection method sought the context, experiences,
and reflections of the participants in their Executive MBA journey. Organized by the
research questions, this discussion is driven by the findings of the study that emerged as
themes from the narratives of the participants’ experiences in the Executive MBA
program at Southern Oak University. The findings and themes are connected to the
available literature. Following the discussion, implications for Executive MBA programs
and adult learners who choose to pursue the Executive MBA degree are presented.
Suggestions for future research are recommended. The chapter ends with brief
concluding remarks.
Research Question 1: What experiences lead adult learners to participation
in an Executive Master of Business Administration program? Due to the requirement
for professional and/or managerial experience for acceptance into Executive MBA
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programs, most Executive MBA adult learners are between 30 and 50 years old (Gropper,
2007). Therefore, most of these learners have been away from higher education of a
decade longer following the completion of their undergraduate degree and subsequent
entry into the program. This gap between the completion of undergraduate work and the
beginning of graduate studies is also occurring in traditional, full-time MBA programs.
Traditional MBA programs are experiencing an increase in applicants who have been out
of school more than a decade (Di Meglio, 2013).
Averaging 39.8 years of age, the participants in this study ranged from 31 to 49
years old. With an average of 17.3 years of professional experience, the participants had
various educational and professional backgrounds. Additionally, the participants had an
average gap of 14.7 years between the completion of their prior degree and their
enrollment in the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University. The participants
in this study were representative of the typical Executive MBA student as described by
Gropper (2007).
Participants in this study came from various undergraduate majors such as
business, communications, history, engineering, organizational leadership, and
microbiology. Professionally, the participants were serving in leadership positions such
as a Director or CEO as well as individual contributor roles, such as a Communications
Advisor or a Research Scientist, for their respective organizations. This supports the
claim that “the MBA is typically a generalist degree” that is intended “to provide broad
business training that is applicable in many jobs in many organizations” (Kuncel et al.,
2007, p. 63).
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Merriam et al. (2007) suggested two approaches to understanding why adults
chose to or not to engage in educational activities. One approach was to simply ask adult
learners why they participate in adult education. In such studies, Merriam et al. claimed,
“There is a strong linkage between one’s work life and participation in education” (p. 62).
This was apparent in the responses of several participants in this study.
For example, Patricia believed the lack of a Master degree was impeding her
growth within her organization. Bobby believed his lack of business knowledge was a
“big weakness” in his knowledge base. He was convinced that completing an MBA
would better prepare him for an executive role in his company much better than the
completion of a Master of science in engineering to complement his undergraduate
degree in mechanical engineering.
As a communications professional, Mitchell believed his profession lacked an
understanding of how business works. Observing who was climbing the corporate ladder
in his organization, Mitchell realized that his company “valued the MBA experience.”
He believed that the attainment of the Executive MBA would not only address his gap in
the understanding of business but it would also prepare him for a senior-level role within
his organization. Jackson’s decision to pursue his Executive MBA was a direct result of
his company’s succession planning process. Identified as a high-potential employee, the
executive team at Jackson’s company encouraged him to pursue the Executive MBA to
prepare for future growth and responsibility within the company. As these adult learners
returned to higher education to pursue the Executive MBA degree, they brought with
them their respective learning orientations which are worth discussion.
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Learning orientations of adult learners. Merriam et al. (2007) explained that the
other approach to understanding adult learners’ reasoning for participation in adult
education is to “understand the why of participation” which includes “underlying
motivational orientations or barriers to participation” (pp. 62-63.) Houle (1961)
interviewed 22 adult learners who were engaged in continual learning activities. He
claimed, “All of the people in the sample are basically similar; they are all continuing
learners. They have goals; they enjoy participation, and they like to learn. The
differences are a matter of emphasis” (p. 29). From this observation, Houle identified
three subgroups of adult learners in his study: goal-oriented, activity-oriented, and
learning-oriented learners.
Goal-oriented learners. Learning as a means to achieve some type of goal
motivates goal-oriented learners. Often the pursuit of graduate school is driven by the
goal of improving income levels, marketability, or career potential (Carnevale et al.,
2012; Go, 2008; Kasworm, 2003b; Tikkanen, 1998). As discussed earlier, Patricia’s goal
was to complete her Executive MBA to improve her opportunities for promotion and
career growth. Bobby and Mitchell also wanted to gain a better understanding of
business as they anticipated opportunities to move higher within their organizations.
Mitchell chose the Executive MBA program with the goal of being “on more
equal footing with senior level people.” He felt the attainment of an MBA would make
him more competitive for senior-level opportunities in his company. Jackson’s primary
reason for pursing the Executive MBA was to prepare himself for career advancement.
Terry’s short-term goal in the decision to pursue his Master degree was to “check the
box.” Terry believed that he needed to “be credentialed” to eventually move out of an
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administrative role in higher education to the field of real estate development. In essence,
Terry’s goal was not to learn but rather to persist and complete the degree to obtain the
credential.
Activity-oriented learners. Activity-oriented learners seek interaction and
activities with other learners when they pursue educational endeavors. Charles was
seeking to pursue his MBA due to boredom at work and “free time” on his hands. In
addition, he wanted to be part of a group with whom he could share the MBA experience.
And although Janice had already completed an undergraduate degree in business and
recently accepted a position in another organization as their CEO, she viewed the
program as an opportunity to provide a distraction from her “frenzied” work
environment. Janice was also encouraged by Charles, who was a co-worker at her former
company, to pursue a Master degree with him. She said, “We thought this would be fun.
Our families get along and we thought this would be a fun thing. We could study
together and the kids could all play.”
Activity-oriented learners also pursue learning as a reaction to circumstances in
their lives. Palmer (1998) comments, “Nontraditional students often return to school
because of an experience that puts them, too, on the margins – a divorce, the failure of a
career, the death of a spouse.” Michael’s inability to overcome barriers to the pursuit of
his Master degree while in the Army resulted in the end of his military career. However,
as a civilian, this barrier was eliminated. Motivation now came from Michael’s children.
Michael claimed that the primary reason he decided to pursue the Executive MBA degree
was to set an example for his children regarding the importance of higher education.
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Children are often a motivator for the adult learner’s pursuit of higher education (Hensley
& Kinser, 2001).
Similar to Palmer (1998), Cross (1981) said that life transitions, such as a divorce,
often result in the pursuit of learning by adults. Amanda’s experience reflects this
perspective. Amanda’s divorce was her significant life change. Following her divorce,
Amanda realized that she “needed something to occupy my time.” She was also seeking
to interact and engage with other adults and make new friends following her divorce.
This was evident at the Executive MBA informational session that she attended with her
mother. Making a new friendship at the session was instrumental in her decision to
return to higher education and apply for the program. Amanda claimed that she and her
new friend made the decision together to apply for the Executive MBA program.
Laura was experiencing the life changes associated with having an empty nest at
home. She was also experiencing frustration at work due to being forced to share her
research publications with other researchers who were not involved in the writing of her
paper. Laura was also concerned about the risks associated with research funding and her
lack of knowledge of how business works. She said, “If my grant runs out tomorrow, I’m
out of a job.” So while attainment of the Executive MBA would have no direct or
immediate impact on her current area of work or future plans, Laura felt that she needed
to accumulate more business knowledge in the event that she needed to change directions
later in her career. The life change of becoming an empty nester and her concerns for the
future and potential life-changing events surrounding her occupation led Laura to pursue
the Executive MBA.
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Learning-oriented learners. Pursuing knowledge for knowledge’s sake is the
desire of learning-oriented learners. Although Charles also appeared to have the
characteristics of an activity-oriented learner due to his desire to be part of a group, it
seemed that was very oriented towards learning. The opportunity to make new make new
friends was a side benefit to his desires for continuous learning. Charles had already
completed a Master degree but said he was becoming bored. Perhaps this boredom was
really his craving for more knowledge?
In his youth, education was not emphasized at home. Charles decided to pursue
his undergraduate degree after serving in the Army. During his undergraduate journey,
Charles discovered his passion for learning. He thrived in the academic environment and
graduated summa cum laude. His passion led him to immediately pursue his first Master
degree upon completion of his bachelor’s degree. During the interview and the nonparticipant observations, his thirst for knowledge was strongly evident.
Barriers to the pursuit of graduate school. In 1981, Cross identified three
barriers to adult learning. These barriers included institutional, situational, and
dispositional barriers. Cross (1981) found that adult learners often face one or more of
these barriers in their pursuit of learning. While her findings may appear to be dated,
these barriers to adult learning are still evident today and affect learning for students at
many levels of higher education including graduate students (Shepherd & Nelson, 2012).
Institutional Barriers. The design of Executive MBA programs addressed the
institutional barriers that exist in traditional MBA programs such as timing of course
offerings, locations of classrooms, and access to materials such as books. As an example,
the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University was compressed into a 17-
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month timeframe with classes on alternating Thursday evenings and Saturdays located in
the same classroom. Logistical challenges for adult learners are simplified by having all
of the classes in the same classroom. Books are provided to the adult learners, which
means they do not commit valuable time going to the campus bookstore or looking for
their books online.
The structure of the Executive MBA program was one of the reasons that Patricia
decided to pursue the program over other MBA options. Saying the program “catered to
working adults,” Patricia enjoyed the convenience of having classes in one classroom
throughout the program. She said, “I didn’t have to go searching all over the campus
searching for the classroom.” She also appreciated the value of having her course
materials provided by the program when she said, “My resources in terms of books and
everything [were] supplied for me. Everything was made convenient for me.”
While the program was condensed in nature with classes located in one building
and classroom with all textbooks, parking passes, and even meals included, evidence of
institutional barriers in the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University were
still evident. Institutional barriers can exist in “institutional agents” (Kuh, 1991) which in
this case included the lack of facilitation skills of program faculty. An example of this
barrier was demonstrated in Terry’s classroom exchanges with a professor who would
often answer Terry’s questions with “It’s in the book!” The instance of an online
professor who attended a Saturday class to chastise the class about their lack of online
lecture views versus inquiring why they were not viewing the lecture served as another
example.
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Situational barriers. Because of the criteria for acceptance into the program and
the criteria for acceptance to this study, almost all of the participants had situational
barriers to navigate or mitigate prior to committing to the pursuit of the Executive MBA.
Cross (1981) defined situation barriers as “those arising from one’s situation in life at a
given time” (p. 98). Michael faced a situational barrier when his requests to attend
graduate school were rejected by a superior officer when he served in the Army.
Similarly, Patricia’s manager repeatedly denied her requests for sponsorship in the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University. With small children at home,
Michael, Janice, Bobby, and Mitchell needed their spouses support in the decision to
pursue the Executive MBA. This support was evident through the use of the word “we”
when describing the decision to pursue the Executive MBA program. As an example of
his family’s commitment to his Executive MBA pursuit Bobby said, “We prepared for
this. We’re not a victim of this program or anything else.”
Dispositional barriers. Dispositional barriers were also evident in the process of
deciding to pursue the Executive MBA program. When discussing the need to complete a
Master degree to help move up in rank in the Army, Michael vented, “Some jackass
figured out that if he went and got a Master degree that it became a differentiator.” And
Michael’s poor disposition towards the Master degree seemed to carry over to his journey
in the Executive MBA program as well. Terry also demonstrated significant
dispositional barriers regarding the value of higher education. Terry claimed, “I didn’t
need a college degree to do what I was doing,” “I need to have certain credentials,” and
“I really didn’t need the MBA.” Terry explained, “I just need that box checked on my
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resume.” Terry’s focus on “checking the box” to obtain his “credential” is a great
example of a dispositional barrier to adult learning as described by Cross (1981).
Entrance exam requirements can also expose dispositional barriers. For example,
although Bobby had a stellar undergraduate experience and a successful engineering
career he said, “If I would’ve had to take an entrance exam, I probably wouldn’t have
entered the program.” Jackson even questioned if he would have been accepted into the
program if he had taken an entrance exam. He said, “I truly don’t know that I would
have passed it and as a result, I might not have been accepted into the program.”
Mitchell was happy he did not have to “invest the time needed to adequately prepare for
an entrance exam” due to the exam being waivered. But he admitted “it did give me
some trepidation about whether I was entering the program equipped to handle some of
the courses.” These perspectives appear to conflict with Owens (2007) assertion that
entrance exams, such as the GMAT, have little effect on a learner’s decision to apply for
an Executive MBA program.
These adult learners appeared to regret their misinterpretation of their exam
waivers. They thought they were “special” when the program waived the entrance exam
requirement based on their experience and/or prior academic attainment or performance.
But after they were in the program, may of the participants viewed the entrance exam
requirement as misleading. Several participants believed that some of their classmates
were not qualified for the program and the entrance exam waivers were a method of
facilitating easy entry to the program. Many of the participants expressed regret and
frustration over the waivers and the perceived negative impact to the quality of their
cohorts or classmates. In hindsight, the waivers should have been an indicator of the
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program selectivity versus a recognition of experience and aptitude to the participants
when they applied for the program. The exam waivers definitely affected how the
participants viewed their fellow adult learners across the classroom and within their
teams. This is discussed in more depth next.
Research Question 2: How do adult learners describe their experience in an
Executive Master of Business Administration program? The participants in this case
study were varied in undergraduate majors, professional backgrounds, age, race, and sex.
Because of this, each participant’s perspective of their journey was significantly
influenced by the ontological paradigmatic assumption. Ontological assumptions relate
to “the nature of reality and its characteristics” (Creswell, 2007, p. 16). The ontological
paradigmatic assumption was evident in the variation of the participants’ realities.
Expectations of adult learners. The application checklist for the Executive MBA
program at Southern Oak University states, “Both the GMAT and the GRE are acceptable
entrance exams.” And the first bullet point under that checklist item is “Schedule at least
one month for preparation and study time.” And the Executive MBA application states,
“You are required to submit official GMAT scores to be in the Graduate School at
[Southern Oak University] before your application will be considered” [emphasized]
(Southern Oak University, 2014).
The program’s marketing materials implied that the entrance exam requirement in
the program’s marketing materials and application was not negotiable. Therefore,
applicants who received exam waivers may also feel they have received special treatment
based on their years of experience. For example Bobby reflected, “I was happy that the
[Southern Oak] considered my work experience as a substitute. It showed they value
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practical experience.” Yet, finding out later they were not “special” can lead to second
guessing of the program’s motives for waiving exams.
When applicants later discovered that few – if any – of their classmates were
required to take an entrance exam, questions regarding the selectivity and quality of the
program emerged. Although almost all of the participants were relieved to be granted a
waiver during their application process (Michael was the exception having already taken
the GMAT). However, once in the program several participants seemed to second guess
the benefit of the waiver. While Gropper (2007) questioned the relevancy of the GMAT
for predicting success in an Executive MBA program, he claimed “some prospective
executive MBA students may want to be part of a class that has high GMAT scores
because they value the opportunity to interact with others who have high test scores” (p.
207). This was evident in Michael’s conclusion, “I didn’t join the group I thought I was
going to join.”
Applicability of learning. Wlodkowski (2008) said adult responsibility drives
adults’ self-direction to learn about things that are applicable in real life. Executive MBA
programs draw the type of adult learners described by Wlodkowski (2008). Given the
typical age and experience level of participants in Executive MBA programs (Gropper,
2007), adult learners bring their knowledge voices to the classroom and expect to be
heard (Kasworm, 2008). Adult learners view their life experiences as a source of
learning. In addition, adult learners seek learning that is relevant (Knowles, 1970).
For example, Patricia questioned the direction given by a professor for the
development of a marketing plan. Comparing the direction given to the class by the
professor to her experience developing marketing plans in the corporate world, Patricia
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argued, “This is not what we do in the real world.” Yet, similar to Michael’s decision to
“cooperate to graduate,” Patricia found herself complying with the instruction given by
the professor. She said, “I had to follow those rules because the professor was going the
give me the grade.” This provides an example of the challenge for higher education in
facilitating versus teaching adult learners in their graduate journeys.
Conrad et al. (1998) described this as “integrative learning” which refers to
“learning experiences that invite connections between theory and practice and, as such, it
draws much of its sustenance from doing-centered learning” (p. 70). This connection
between theory and practice is also known as the adult learners “knowledge voice.” An
adult learner’s knowledge voice includes the years of experience that adult learners bring
to the classroom from their “adult life worlds of work, family, self, and community”
(Kasworm, 2003a, p. 86).
The “adult” in adult learning. Several participants also shared an uncomfortable
or annoying interaction with one of their online professors with me. The professor
attended one of the weekend classes to address the 2014 cohort’s lack of viewing the
online lectures he had provided. Janice said the professor was “clearly frustrated by the
fact that there are several people in the class who are not viewing the online lectures.”
When the professor threatened to change the structure of the upcoming final exam to
cover all of the material contained in the online lectures, Janice said, “I felt like I was 10.
[The professor’s] tone and demeanor when he talked to us was very condescending.”
Mitchell also shared his thoughts about this engagement with the online professor. He
vented:
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If we’re here and we’re shelling out money and our organizations are shelling out
money, um, assume that we’re here for the right reasons and we don’t need to be
kind of chased after quite as much. In terms of catching up with course material,
things like that, especially when it hasn’t shown that it is going to be directly
impactful in terms or how we’re being evaluated or what we’re supposed to be
learning [italics added].
Regarding the online lectures Bobby noted, “You’re not incentivized to listen to
them because there’s no grade on it.” Bobby believed it was more productive for him to
read the class materials than listen to the lecture. As an adult learner who was “studying
in the margins of life,” Bobby did not want to waste time listening to the online lectures.
Therefore, with no grade tied to the online lectures and his belief that reading the material
on his own was more productive, Bobby had no compelling need to listen to the recorded
lectures other than reacting to the threats of his professor.
These comments demonstrate the adult learners’ desire for relevancy in their
learning activities. Bobby and Michael decided that the online material was not relevant
or worthy of their time. Terry shared this opinion regarding the relevancy of the online
lectures. Terry said the same online professor contacted him directly about not viewing
the online lectures. After Terry learned that the professor had the ability to tell who was
and was not viewing the online lectures, Terry adjusted based on his perceived value and
relevancy of the lectures. Terry admitted, “I go and download them, push mute, then
push play.”
It was interesting that Terry was the only participant in the study who claimed to
have been directly contacted by the professor regarding his lack of viewing the recorded
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lectures. While others admitted to me that they were not reviewing the lectures regularly
either (e.g., Bobby or Mitchell), they made no mention of being directly contacted by the
professor. So, I wondered if the majority of the class were not viewing the lecture or if
only a few were not viewing the lecture. If it was the latter, then was the admonishment
of the entire class an example of “preaching to the choir” or an attempt to solicit peer
pressure to attempt to get nonparticipating classmates engaged in the online lectures?
Patricia’s experience with her marketing professor and the experience shared by
Janice, Bobby, Mitchell, and Terry regarding their cohort’s interaction with their online
professor provide good examples of the importance of “understanding the needs and
expectations of adult learners” (Nasseh, 2000, p. 5). Nesbit et al. (2004) says the
historical context of teaching in higher education “does not reflect either the diversity of
student ages and backgrounds or the rich array of social contexts and classroom settings
that are found in adult education” (pp. 74-75). Desiring interaction, context, and
facilitation in the classroom, adult learners need involvement in the classroom; else, they
are at risk of losing interest (Quinnan, 1997).
Situational demands are unavoidable. Adult learners who choose to pursue
higher education while balancing family, work, or friendships realize the accountability
of their decision and the sacrifices they must make in order to persist (Cornachione,
2010). As the participants persisted through their journey in the Executive MBA
program, the impact on their personal and social lives were strongly evident. The fast
pace of the 17-month fall-to-fall program kept the pressure up on the participants.
Saying she was “on the verge of an anxiety attack” Amanda exclaimed, “I’m drinking
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from a fire hose.” Mitchell complained, “It’s almost impossible to absorb everything.”
Bobby acknowledged, “It’s a balancing act I’ve never had to deal with before.”
Examples of situational barriers that the adult learners were navigating were
numerous and typical of the experiences of adult learners in higher education. Although
she was single with no children during her Executive MBA journey, Patricia was the
caretaker of her aunt who had cancer. Her aunt passed away during the program which
resulted in Patricia balancing the demands of work, school, and the management of her
aunt’s estate simultaneously. Amanda could not put as much time into her real estate
business as she desired and also sacrificed her time at home with her boyfriend. Bobby’s
biggest concern was the impact his studies made on his capacity to interact with his
children. As an empty nester, Laura said her husband suffered the most from her
participation in the program. With two teenagers at home, Jackson missed several of
their activities as his wife picked up the load supporting their activities. Mitchell pushed
off projects at work and sacrificed time with his young children. And Terry admitted he
was totally withdrawn socially due to his load from work and school.
The responsibilities of work and family for the participants combined with the
pace of the Executive MBA program at Southern Oak illustrated the situational barrier
described by Cross (1981). Participants claimed they often studied during their lunch
hours, squeezed in homework or studied between meetings at work, and sacrificed time
with loved ones during their academic journeys due to the pace and workload of the
program. Amanda says about her cohort, “We’re so tired. We are sleep deprived. We
have no social lives except for each other.” This is a cost that is incurred by adult
learners who choose to participate a 17-month Executive MBA program where cohorts
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proceed in lockstep through the program with no significant breaks in their studies. And
this cost needs to be accounted for by adult learners as they enter programs like the
Executive MBA program at Southern Oak University.
Learning from others. However, the participants also realized that they were all
facing similar situational barriers because they were all in similar situations. The
interpersonal dynamics of the cohort in cohort-based programs, such as the Executive
MBA program at Southern Oak University, have a tremendous effect on an adult
learner’s experience. In cohort-based programs, the interpersonal dynamics of the cohort
are critical to a positive experience for adult learners (Ellrich, 2010).
Based on the viewpoints of Michael and Patricia, who were members of the 2013
cohort, the perspectives of the participants from the 2014 cohort, and comments from the
Program Manager, it was obvious that the 2013 and 2014 cohorts were very different in
their respective interpersonal dynamics. Michael described one of his classmates as “a
cancer,” claimed that another “couldn’t handle the rigors,” and said others “were very
young with no experience.” Patricia explained, “There were a lot of head butts. . .
Especially among the females.” Multiple participants from the 2014 commented on the
poor interpersonal dynamics of the 2013 cohort based on their interactions during the
residency week. The Program Manager for the Executive MBA program even made
comments regarding the dysfunction of the 2013 cohort during one of the non-participant
observations.
In Ellrich’s (2010) case study of the closed-cohort learning model, one of the
cohorts he studied had a very high fallout rate due to toxic personalities and interactions
between the adult learners. One of the participants in that study complained that the
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cohort “was filled with the wrong people. [They] were stuffed in to make this class . . .
big enough . . . and there were people that were accepted that had no more business than
the ‘man in the moon’ being in there” (Ellrich, 2010, p. 82). Another focus group
participant in Ellrich’s study stated that she was able to quickly identify cohort members
who were not going to be very participative. She said, “After a while, I kind of started to
just write those people off and not pay attention to them and they kind of became part of
the scenery to me … where I didn’t even think of them as classmates” (p. 83). Based on
the perspectives of Michael and Patricia, the 2013 cohort at Southern Oak appeared to
share similar experiences.
Master students highly value learning experiences that occur in an environment of
community that are supported by collegial and collaborative relationships that are driven
by teamwork (Conrad et al., 1998). The participants from the 2014 cohort seemed to use
their observations of the poor interpersonal dynamics of the prior cohort as motivation to
proceed through their program in a more cohesive manner. Describing her cohort as
“amazing,” Janice said her classmates focused on working out their problems or
disagreements between themselves as they occurred so the problems would not fester.
Although there were some questions regarding the abilities of a few cohort members
initially, the 2014 cohort embraced the reality of “we’re all in the same boat” and worked
very hard to support each other through their journey.
The role of social capital in the development of human capital. The 2014
cohort discovered that informal support from each other was a significant contributor to
their experiences in the Executive MBA program. This was similar to the findings of
Roberts and Plakhotnik (2009) regarding the role of an informal support structure in
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graduate school persistence. This informal support structure is a good example of the
social capital. Physical capital for the adult learner may include reliable transportation or
finances. Human capital is the combination of knowledge, skills, and abilities possessed
by an individual. Not as quantifiable as physical capital and less tangible than human
capital, social capital is found in the relationships and connections between persons. And
the development of social capital is key to the development of human capital (Coleman,
1988). Although the participants in this study were making sacrifices at work and home
in order to pursue the Executive MBA, they were able to find support in each other as
they balanced the demands of life during their Master journey. This is an example of the
power of social capital.
Coleman (1988) said, “Social capital is productive, making possible the
achievement of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible” (p. 98). Especially
among the females in the 2014 cohort, social capital was the primary mechanism that was
utilized to deal with the stresses of school, work, and personal sacrifices. This
observation would be good news for Schuller and Field (1998) who worried about the
“Walkman nightmare version of the learning society” where adult learners focus on their
own personal development in the pursuit of human capital with “no sense of the value of
learning as something shared with others” (pp. 230-231).
While the 2013 cohort may have mirrored Schuller and Field’s (1998) fears, the
example provided by the female participants from the 2014 cohort – Janice, Amanda, and
Laura – demonstrated that the development of human capital does not have to be
mutually exclusive to the formation of social capital. Their friendship provided much
needed support during their academic journey as they leaned on each other to vent,
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unwind over a glass of wine after a class or study session, or to provide encouragement.
This support, which is a form of social capital, assisted these adult learners along their
Executive MBA program journey as they developed their individual levels of human
capital. Their friendship and support provided an example of the role of social capital in
the development of human capital as shared by Coleman (1988).
It should be noted that the 2014 cohort started with 17 members. Two members
dropped out early in the program prior to this study. Thus, they did not have the benefit
of fully developing relationships within the cohort that might have assisted them to
persist to completion of the program. Relationships in graduate school can provide much
needed inspiration and support for adult learners.
For example, after Terry fell behind in the program due to multiple medical
challenges, he was able to draw inspiration from Janice. Janice was a working mother in
Terry’s cohort. Reflecting on her load as a working mother, Terry was able to refocus his
efforts to improve his academic performance. This inspiration was critical to his efforts
to overcome the unforeseen situational barriers that were created by the surgeries he
incurred during the program. Amanda also found support and inspiration from her
cohort. Admitting she considered quitting the program in the first semester, she credits
her newly found relationships for her persistence in the program.
The participants frequently mentioned the role of relationships and interactions
within the cohort as they shared their experiences in the Executive MBA program with
me. In the process of developing their individual human capital, some participants in the
study found immediate value in the newly formed social capital they had attained during
their Executive MBA journey. Janice admitted that the connections she made in the
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program were valuable but unexpected. Laura learned how to work more collaboratively
and patiently with members of her team in the cohort which she believed would translate
into her professional life. Jackson came to the program with a lack of confidence when
engaging others. Yet, as he neared the end of the program Jackson claimed he “wouldn’t
hesitate to pick up the phone or send an email” to one of his cohort members if he ever
needed guidance or help in the future.
Charles wanted to experience an academic journey as part of a group because he
completed his undergraduate work after serving in the Army. As a nontraditional
student, he did not form the type of collegiate friendships that traditional undergraduate
students typically form. Charles anticipated that the friendships he made in the Executive
MBA program and its team-based cohort model would be maintained well into his future.
These friendships could also provide valuable social capital for Charles in his future
endeavors. Maintaining his Executive MBA friendships have the potential to lead him to
new acquaintances or friends of friends as described by Duhigg (2014).
Duhigg (2014) cites a study by Mark Granovetter who was a Harvard PhD student
in the late 1960s. Utilizing a sample of 282 men, Granovetter’s (1974) study focused on
how these men were able to find and secure their current jobs. Granovetter (1974) found
that most of these men were able to find their jobs through friends of friends versus their
direct friendships. These friends of friends often had connections to organizations and
networks that differed from the connections and networks of their closer friends.
The friendships that Charles made in the Executive MBA program represent
social capital that can provide access to the knowledge, skills, and abilities of his new
friends in the future. This is how social capital can lead to the development of or access

222

to human capital (Coleman, 1988). Those new friendships from the Executive MBA may
also provide Charles access to the friends of friends described by Duhigg (2014). This is
an example of a valuable form of social capital that exists in the networks and
connections of those direct connections and friendships (Granovetter, 1974).
Research Question 3: In what ways do adult learners experiences in an
Executive Master of Business Administration program influence their lives?
From a pragmatic perspective, Wlodkowski (2008) stated, “Adults have a strong
need to apply what they have learned and to be competent in that application, and
institutions and employers have a pressing need for more knowledgeable and skilled
workers” (p. 97). This perspective was evident in the narratives of most of the
participants in this study. Participants described the personal impact of the program in
addition to the potential of the program to positively affect their career. In spite of the
pace of the program and the barriers to learning discussed earlier, with exception to
Michael and Terry, the participants in the study appeared to have positive experience in
the Executive MBA program in general.
The only participating members of the 2013 cohort who had finished their studies
the semester prior to the study were Michael and Patricia. While Michael’s journey may
have seemed disappointing as the program did not meet his expectations, he did conclude
that his experience was largely a result of his own expectation management. While he
was uncomfortable recommending the program to someone for the sole purpose of career
advancement, he claimed to have learned about the importance of “learning about what
other people could bring to the table from different avenues.” Although Patricia had not
yet achieved her goal of a promotion after completing her Master degree, she said the

223

program gave her “a competitive edge” saying “I can see how it has made me a different
type of thinker.”
Janice felt the completion of her Executive MBA degree would position her for a
career change in the future. She believed that the practical skills she developed in the
program would be maintained throughout her career. Janice shared that she and her
husband, who was a lawyer, planned to transition into a consulting career together in the
future. Likewise, Patricia believed the Executive MBA experience could help her to
change careers in the future. Patricia expressed a desire to work for a non-governmental
organization in the future. Janice and Patricia seemed to be looking forward to an encore
career in the future. An encore career focuses on work that is more fulfilling to an
individual and often occurs towards the end of their respective working career (Bank,
2007; Freedman, 2007).
The decision by several of the participants in this study to pursue the Executive
MBA aligned with Friedman and Mandelbaum’s (2011) proclamation that, “The days
when you could graduate from college and do the same job, with the same skills, for four
decades before sliding into a comfortable retirement are disappearing” (p. 19). This is
evident in Patricia’s reasons to pursue her Master degree as she realized that she needed
to retool to position herself for promotional opportunities. With the completion of her
Executive MBA Patricia explained, “I’m hoping that people see that I can do more.”
Bobby’s decision to pursue the Executive MBA also demonstrated the perspective
of Friedman and Mandelbaum (2011). Although he possessed almost 20 years of
engineering experience after completing his bachelor’s degree in Mechanical
Engineering, Bobby realized he needed to gain a better understanding of business.
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Jackson was a long term employee of his company when he was encouraged by
his executive team to pursue the Executive MBA. This was an example of a company
investing in the development of their employees for the needs of the company (Bowen et
al., 2009). Mitchell realized that he needed to return to higher education in order to
position and prepare himself for future opportunities. He noted that the individuals who
were moving up in his organization where those who completed their MBA degrees.
This realization motivated Mitchell to pursue the Executive MBA program.
Implications for Executive MBA Programs
Implications of this study for Executive MBA programs are numerous and worth
consideration by those who manage such programs. The first implication is the
applicability of entrance exams as a criteria for admission to Executive MBA programs.
There is significant debate about the validity of entrance exams as a predictor of success
in graduate programs (Gropper, 2007; Kuncel et al., 2007; Owens, 2007).
Looking specifically at Executive MBA performance, Gropper (2007) claims “the
GMAT does not have a statistically significant relation to overall executive MBA
performance” other than a “positive relation to student performance in a smaller set of
first-year EMBA courses” (p. 206). Instead Gropper finds that “substantial career
accomplishment was found to be strongly related to overall success in the EMBA
program” (p. 215). Gropper also notes that GMAT registrations and tests for Executive
MBA programs have decreased 35.8% over the five-year period between the 1999 – 2000
school year and the 2003 – 2004 school year.
This observation may explain why entrance exam requirements are decreasing for
acceptance into Executive MBA programs. Given the claims of Gropper (2007)
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regarding the lack of statistical significance relative to Executive MBA performance,
programs such as Southern Oak’s may be justified in waiving entrance exams in lieu of
experience and career advancement of their applicants. However, Southern Oak
University as well as other institutions who offer Executive MBA programs should
consider aligning their application guidelines with their actual practices.
Stating that an entrance exam is required for acceptance when it truly is not
required could drive away adult learners who are averse to taking an entrance exam. An
adult learner’s aversion to taking the exam could be driven by a lack of confidence in
their abilities or a lack of time for the adult learner to prepare for and take the exam.
Driving away these learners will result in lost revenue for the university. The false
entrance exam requirement could result in a missed opportunity to develop human capital
in adult learners and in our society.
On the other hand, adult learners who are not averse to taking the exam may view
the entrance exam requirement as a gatekeeper. Those learners expect the entrance exam
to act as one of the filters that ensures they are part of a high quality cohort. Liberally
waiving the exam could disappoint these learners when they realize that many of their
classmates do not meet the standard they desire. This disappointment was evident in this
study.
The second implication for Executive MBA programs is the use of online
learning. Online learning is gaining in momentum and application both in higher
education and in industry. However, one of the benefits of an Executive MBA program
versus the traditional MBA program is the opportunity to interact and network with other
professionals and leaders. Face-to-face classes provides personal interaction with the
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professor and other adult learners. When developing online classes for integration into
the Executive MBA program, methods of networking and interaction should be
considered and implemented.
One-way lecturing in the classroom versus facilitating the classroom through
interactions and engagements between the adult learner and the professor is a poor
pedagogical practice. Likewise, simply recording and posting a lecture or adding audio
to a PowerPoint presentation is also a poor pedagogical practice. In this study, the adult
learners were very vocal about the poor design of the online classes. This illustrates the
importance of the design of the online class and the pedagogical approach in Executive
MBA programs.
The third implication for Executive MBA programs is the understanding of the
needs and expectations of adult learners. Specifically, adult learners in these types of
programs are typically management team members and/or senior level professionals.
They bring life and work experience to the classroom in the form of knowledge voices
(Kasworm, 2008). In addition to being a poor pedagogical approach, simply lecturing
adult learners is not effective and will likely serve as institutional barriers. The
professor’s ability to truly facilitate learning while encouraging and engaging in critical
dialogue is key to the adult learner’s experience. As Terry’s experience demonstrated, a
professor’s response of “It’s in the book!” can strengthen existing dispositional barriers
towards higher education while potentially representing an institutional barrier as well.
Executive MBA programs need to continue to focus on facilitating and engaging the
knowledge voices of the adult learners in the program (Kasworm, 2008).
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Implications for Adult Learners
Adult learners who choose to pursue the Executive MBA are most likely to be
working professionals who already have a full calendar. Their calendars are likely to
contain work commitments, family activities, and social engagements. While employer
support is important, this study found that the biggest impact of participation in the
program was on the family. Because of this, adult learners should seek support and buy
in from their families and loved ones prior to embarking on the Executive MBA journey.
This includes being very clear on the sacrifices that must be made to persist. These
sacrifices are primarily related to the lack of time spent with their family member who
decides to pursue the Master degree.
Social activities and engagements are usually the first sacrifice for adult learners
when they enroll in the Executive MBA program. Adult learners need to be aware of the
potential of the cohort to provide needed social interaction and activities. This value
comes in the form of relationships and peer learning. As the adult learner puts more time
into the Executive MBA program, they will begin to develop new friendships and support
structures. Similar to their professional worlds, adult learners need to understand that
they will not be working in a vacuum by themselves and will have the support of their
cohort and/or team mates in the program. This is especially important at the beginning of
the program when adult learners may begin to doubt or question their decision to pursue
the Executive MBA degree.
Of course, the level of support in the cohort is a function of the interpersonal
dynamics of the cohort. Therefore, adult learners should consider contacting alumni of
the program to gain insight regarding the interpersonal dynamics of the cohort. It would
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not hurt to also inquire about the professors in the program and their respective teaching
or facilitation styles. In addition, adult learners who may have negative dispositions
towards learning or higher education should carefully consider their motivations for
pursuing the Executive MBA. An adult learner who brings a mentality of “checking the
box” is unlikely to have an enjoyable experience in the program. And their attitude could
also have a detrimental effect on the interpersonal dynamics of the cohort.
Lastly, while shorter Executive MBA programs may seem attractive when
searching for a program, the adult learner needs to be aware of the effect of the
compression of the Master degree into a smaller window of time. Several participants in
this study noted that the pace of the 17-month program resulted in sacrifices. These
sacrifices included not being able to cover or absorb all of the material at a pace that was
comfortable for learning. Also, the pace of the program and resulting workload means
that personal sacrifices, such as time with family and friends, are imminent and
unavoidable if the adult learner wants to persist to completion. In such programs, adult
learners should anticipate a feeling of “drinking from the fire hose” as described by
Amanda and plan accordingly.
Recommendations for Future Research
The minority experience in Executive MBA programs. In his case study of a
closed cohort model, Ellrich (2010) observed, “Students who were not engaged in the
relationship building necessary for a strong learning community of adults, rarely
participated in group discussions and performed at the minimum level to complete the
program” (p. 83). Observing the 2014 cohort in a Thursday evening and an all-day
Saturday class I could not help but notice the lack of engagement of the four African-
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American males in the class. While I attempted to solicit each of them for the study, only
one was interested in participating; however, he did not meet the age requirement set
forth by the criteria.
The one African-American male who did participate, Terry, participated
hesitantly after repeated encouragement from me and other participants in the study.
Terry barely engaged in class during the participant observations and was admittedly
withdrawn from the cohort socially. He also openly and repeatedly shared that his goal
was to “check the box” to obtain his “credential.” Performing at a minimal level
academically, he was on academic probation at the time of the interview. Although he
implied this was a result of his health challenges during the program, his performance
was more likely driven by his attitude towards learning and lack of engagement with his
cohort. Given my observations of Terry’s perspective regarding higher education and the
lack of engagement by the other African-American adult learners in the 2014 cohort, a
study of minority experiences in an Executive MBA program would be of interest. More
specifically, the role of social capital for minorities who pursue the Executive MBA
would likely yield interesting insights.
The role of entrance exams from the perspective of the adult learner.
Another potential area of research is the adult learner’s perspective of entrance exam
requirements for Executive MBA programs. Based on the perspectives of the adult
learners in this study, the relief of not having to prepare for and take an entrance exam
was often second guessed after they were in the program. For some, the entrance exam
was seen as a potential gatekeeper that could have ensured the quality and capabilities of
the program participants. For others, the entrance exam was perceived, in hindsight, to
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be an assessment tool. Some participants felt the outputs of the exam could have
identified potential areas of weakness in their preparedness for the program.
Additionally, waiving the entrance exam sent mixed messages to the adult
learners. The positive message was that the Executive MBA program valued life and
work experiences and the value that those experiences brought to the program. The
negative message was that entrance exam waivers were perceived to be driven by an
effort to fill all of the seats in the cohort for financial reasons. Participants in this study
were concerned the waivers lowered the quality of the cohort as well. A study that seeks
the perspectives of program personnel in Executive MBA programs regarding the use of
entrance exams or entrance exam waivers would also be interesting.
The GMAC certainly has a vested interest in use of the GMAT in Executive MBA
programs given the steady decline of entrance exams for these programs. In contrast,
Executive MBA programs may have a vested interest to waive entrance exams if indeed
they create a dispositional barrier for potential applicants. However, Executive MBA
programs must balance the risk of damaging their brand due to entrance exam waivers.
Missing in this discussion is the perspective of the adult learner regarding the value of
entrance exams as a criteria for acceptance into the program. Perhaps a study comparing
the perspectives of the GMAC, Executive MBA program leadership, and adult learners
would yield interesting material for further debate and discussion about the use of
entrance exams for acceptance criteria in Executive MBA programs.
The role of online learning in Executive MBA programs. Another area that is
gaining traction in the literature is the increasing use of online learning in higher
education. How adult learners perceive the use and effectiveness of online learning in
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Executive Programs may yield valuable insight to faculty and course developers. The
adult learner who chooses the Executive MBA over other MBA program options, such as
an Online MBA, may be ill prepared for success in the online learning environment.
How do adult learners value their experiences in online courses in Executive MBA
programs? Also, how would adult learners describe their ability to effectively network
and associate with other executives and business leaders in online courses in Executive
MBA programs? How adult learners in an Executive MBA program describe their
experiences in hybrid or online classes in the program could help improve course design
and pedagogical approaches.
Why do adult learners choose the Executive MBA? The marketing material
for MBA programs at several universities in the southeastern United States promote
several types of MBA programs. Adult learners are offered choices between Executive,
International, Online, and Professional MBA programs. The different types of MBA
programs gives the adult learner many options to satisfy their desired educational
experience, situational demands, or learning preferences.
For example, Online MBA programs are designed for adults who need flexibility
to accommodate their hectic schedules by allowing them to study at home, their office, or
their favorite coffee shop. The International MBA programs are often full-time programs
that focus on the international business experience with the use of study-abroad options
for the adult learner. Traditional or Professional MBA programs allow adult learners
who work full-time an option to pursue an MBA on a part-time basis. Classes are often
offered in the evenings after normal working hours which allows the adult learner to
pursue their MBA outside of their work schedule. By comparison, Executive MBA
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programs are typically intensive 18 to 24-month programs that include a residency week
and an international trip. The program is completed through continuous enrollment as the
cohort proceeds through the program in lock step with each other. Given all of the
different MBA options, why do adult learners choose the Executive MBA program?
Concluding Remarks
The literature regarding the experiences of adult learners in Master degree
programs is sparse. Using narrative inquiry, this case study research sought to better
understand the experiences of adult learners who chose to pursue the Executive MBA.
Because this was a single, instrumental case study, the findings cannot be generalized as
they reflect the experiences of adult learners in this specific case.
The experiences of each participant was shared and included the experiences that
led them to enrolling in the Executive MBA program (context), their experiences during
the program (reconstruction), and their thoughts for the future as they approached the end
of the program (reflection). Four themes emerged from thematic analysis of each
participant’s narratives.
By sharing the thoughts and perspectives of adult learners regarding their
Executive MBA experiences, it is desired that their voices will be considered by
administrators who provide Executive MBA programs and the faculty members who
teach in those programs. The voices of these adult learners could be utilized for continual
improvement efforts in the design and delivery of Executive MBA programs. With hope,
it is anticipated that this research could open further dialogue, inquiry, and research
related to the experiences of adult learners who choose to pursue the Master degree.
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Appendix C
Consent to Participate in a Research Study
NARRATIVES OF ADULT LEARNERS IN AN EXECUTIVE MBA PROGRAM:
A CASE STUDY AT A RESEARCH UNIVERSITY
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about the journey of adult learners
in an Executive MBA program. You are being invited to take part in this research study
because you are an adult learner who is currently participating in the Executive MBA
program at The University of Memphis.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Jeff Shepherd of The University of Memphis
Department of Leadership. He is being guided in this research Barbara Mullins-Nelson,
PhD. There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times during
the study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of adult learners who have
returned to higher education to pursue an Executive Masters of Business Administration
degree. This study will focus on their journey in their program and how they believe
attainment of this degree will affect them personally or professionally.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS
STUDY?
There is no known reason why you should not participate in this study.
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at The University of Memphis. The location
of the interviews will be agreed upon by the researcher and the participant and will be at
a location that is convenient for the participant. The interview will take between 60 to 90
minutes. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is 2 to 3
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hours during the spring 2014 semester which includes the interview, time for the
participant to review and make corrections to the interview transcript, any potential
follow up conversations from the interview, and for journaling activities what will be
shared with the researcher.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
You will be asked to tell your story about your Executive MBA journey. This will occur
in a single, 60 to 90 minute interview. You will be asked to read and correct if necessary
the resulting transcript and provide input to ensure that the researcher has properly
transcribed your story and your perspective. You will be asked to journal your thoughts,
feelings or observations about your Executive MBA experience and share these with the
researcher via the communication means of your choice such as a journal, text messages,
or email. This will allow the participant to share their story beyond the initial interview.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm
than you would experience in everyday life.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study.
However, participants may find satisfaction in sharing their stories and how those stories
may positively affect other adult learners who are considering pursuing Master studies or
how their stories could influence other graduate programs.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer.
You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to
volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights
you had before volunteering. As a student, if you decide not to take part in this study,
your choice will have no effect on your academic status or grade in the class.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other options to participate in the study.
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WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with participating in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will receive a $10 gift card as a “thank you” for completing the initial interview.
Participants who provide feedback on the transcript of their interview and share their
thoughts, feelings, or observations after the interview via the communication means of
their choice – such as journaling, email, or text messages – will receive a $25 gift card as
a “thank you” for completing the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the
extent allowed by law. Your information may be combined with information from other
people taking part in the study. When we write about the study to share it with other
researchers, we will write about individual and combined information we have gathered.
You will not be personally identified in these written materials. We may publish the
results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other identifying information
private through the use of a pseudonym.
Interviews will be digitally recorded. The digital recordings will not be loaded to any
shared drives on the university network. All digital recording will be maintained by the
researcher until they are deleted upon completion of the interview transcript and after
review of the transcript by the participant.
This study is anonymous. That means that no one other than the primary researcher, Jeff
Shepherd, will know that the information you give came from you. We will keep private
all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by law.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that
you no longer want to continue. The individuals conducting the study may need to
withdraw you from the study. This may occur if you are not able to follow the directions
given.
You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the study. There
are no consequences for withdrawing from the study.
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WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please feel
free to ask any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions,
suggestions, concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator,
Jeff Shepherd at (901) 493-8615 or jlshphrd@memphis.edu.
If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, you may
contact Beverly Jacobik, Administrator for the Institutional Review Board for the
Protection of Human Subjects via irb@memphis.edu or by phone at (901) 678-3074. We
will give you a signed copy of this consent form for your records and to take with you if
you choose to contact the IRB staff.
WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I AM INTERVIEWED?
You will be assigned a pseudonym when you are interviewed and that pseudonym will be
used when sharing the research in an effort to protect your privacy through anonymity.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
No institutions or companies are providing financial support and/or material for this
study. The University of Memphis does not have funds budgeted for compensation for
injury, damages, or other expenses.
By signing below, I affirm that I am 18 years old or older.

_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent

____________
Date

_______________________________________
Printed name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent

____________
Date
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Appendix D
Interview Guide for Participant Interview
Because the methodology associated with this research was narrative inquiry, the
interview questions below were open-ended and sought to enable the participants to tell
their stories about their journey in an Executive MBA degree program. Interview
questions were organized according to the Research Question to which they correspond.
Follow up questions were be asked as needed based on the information provided by the
participants during the interview. Potential probing questions for the interviews are
shown as sub-questions below.
Research Question 1: What experiences lead adult learners to participation in an
Executive Master of Business Administration program?
1. How would you describe your academic journey up to the point of being
accepted into the Executive MBA program?
a. Tell me about your prior academic experiences.
b. How would you describe your thoughts or intentions regarding
graduate school when you completed your undergraduate studies?
c. Talk about how you decided to apply for the Executive MBA program.
d. How did being accepted into the Executive MBA program make you
feel?
i. How did you find out you were accepted?
ii. How did you feel when you found out?
Research Question 2: How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive
Master of Business Administration program?
2. How would you describe your journey during your Executive MBA studies?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Describe your experience in the program as an adult learner.
How has participation in the program affected you at work?
How has participation in the program affected you at home?
How has participation in the program affected you socially?
Please describe how you believe any connections or relationships that
you may have developed while in the program affected your
experience.
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Research Question 3: In what ways do adult learners experiences in an Executive Master
of Business Administration program influence their lives?
3. How do you think your experiences during your journey in the Executive
MBA program will affect you in the future?
a. Describe how your experiences in the Executive MBA program have
affected you professionally.
b. What type of skills do you think you will take away and retain from
your academic experience?
c. What type of experience do you think you will take away and retain
from your academic experience?
d. What type of knowledge do you think you will take away and retain
from your academic experience?
e. In the longer term – let’s say 10 years out – how do you think you will
view your experiences in the Executive MBA program?
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Appendix E
Non-Participant Observation Guide
The non-participant observation collected data to help answer research question number
2: “How do adult learners describe their experiences in an Executive Master of Business
Administration program?” It supplemented the interview questions listed below:
2. How would you describe your journey during your Executive MBA studies?
a. Describe your experience in the program as an adult learner.
d. How has participation in the program affected you socially?
e. Please describe how you believe any connections or relationships that
you may have developed while in the program affected your
experience.
Spatial Arrangement
Below is the arrangement of the space observed. Observations of gender and race
interactions, seating arrangements, furniture arrangement, and participant activities will
be noted.

The participant’s locations are indicated using participant pseudonyms or initials.
Environmental Conditions:
Lighting:
Climate:
External Noise Level:
Other:
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Non-Participant Observation Guide
Participant Activity and Interactions
Participant Activity/Interaction

Observation/Comments:

How is the participant
actively engaging in the
class?
- With the faculty member?
- With other adult learners?

How is the participant
actively interacting with the
faculty member before class,
during breaks, or immediately
after class?

How is the participant
actively interacting with other
classmates before class,
during breaks, or immediately
after class?

What is the perceived energy
level of the participant in the
class?

What is the perceived energy
level or enthusiasm of the
participant before class,
during class, or immediately
after class?
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Appendix F
Data Analysis Process
Yin’s (2011) Five-Phased Cycle for Data Analysis
Compiling

Disassembling

Reassembling

Data:
Interviews,
observations,
and
document
reviews

Identified
significant
statements in
the data

Developed
participants’
narratives
from the
disassembly

Interpreting

Concluding

Analyzed
categories
for the
emergence
of themes

Application
of themes
to the
Research
Questions

Chapter 5
Findings

Chapter 6
Conclusion

Chapter 4
Experiences
of the
Participants

Identified
significant
statements
within each
participant’s
narrative

Assigned
codes to
statements
and
assembled
categories
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